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Praise for SEA ESCAPE

~ Entertainment Weekly Top Ten Summer 2010 Book Pick

~ Indie Next List Notable July 2010

~ Amazon July 2010 Recommends

~ Greater Boston, WGBH, Summer 2010 Book Pick

“Struggles, secrets, insecurities, and passions . . . a deep family mystery makes Sea Escape a fully engaging read!”

—Booklist

“A multigenerational novel that plucks the heartstrings like Django Reinhardt.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A perfect summer read, especially at the beach.”

—Hudson Valley News

“Sea Escape is an extremely touching and nostalgic work of art with an enlightening surprise ending.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Lynne Griffin’s Sea Escape is a tender, heartfelt portrait of mothers and daughters: the attention we crave from each other, the secrets we hide, the unexpected ways our wishes are sometimes answered and the walls come crumbling down.”

—Jenna Blum, author of Those Who Save Us and Stormchasers

“Lynne Griffin adroitly weaves the separate truths of two women, a mother and daughter, into the singular, moving story of one family. Peopled with characters who are delightfully complicated and divinely flawed, Sea Escape becomes a novel of faith and resilience as both women risk disillusionment and heartache to unravel a legacy of entrenched secrets. Griffin spins their journey with literary grace and a keen sense of human nature, building to a climax that makes both her characters and, indeed, her readers reassess what it truly means to be a family.”

—Carol Cassella, author of Oxygen

Praise for LIFE WITHOUT SUMMER

“A spellbinding tale of loss and hard-won redemption . . . Griffin’s carefully crafted characters ring heartbreakingly true and her finely wrought plot will snare readers from the first page.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“This stirringly believable epistolary novel . . . [is a] strong addition to women’s fiction.”

—Booklist

“An insightful, honest book about the nature of grief, loss, love, marriage and divorce . . . Lynne Griffin has given readers the gift of a compelling novel of character and of life.”

—Jeanne Ray, New York Times bestselling author of Julie and Romeo and Eat Cake

“A remarkable debut novel.”

—Kristin Hannah, New York Times bestselling author of True Colors

“Part whodunnit, part psychological portraiture . . . always involving. Griffin is a master of the crisp and telling detail, and her troubled main characters are wonderfully human.”

—Martha Moody, national bestselling author of Best Friends and The Office of Desire

“There are many deep satisfactions in this absorbing and deftly plotted novel, but what I most admired was Lynne Griffin’s wonderfully complex characterization of her two heroines. . . . A sparkling debut.”

—Margot Livesey, author of Eva Moves the Furniture and The House on Fortune Street

“Griffin’s sensitive debut reveals how loss can tear people apart yet be the same force that binds them again with strength and love. Many readers will find comfort and healing through this heartfelt, genuine story.”

—Ronlyn Domingue, author of The Mercy of Thin Air

“I could not stop reading. . . . The epitome of smart women’s fiction . . . a deeply satisfying book that pulls us through the lives of two very different women, any one of whom could be ourselves.”

—Patricia Wood, Orange Prize—nominated author of Lottery
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Letters are windows casting light, illuminating the ties between two people. I could’ve sneaked a peek inside my parents’ romance by reading his letters to her, but I respected my mother’s love of curtains. At forty-five, the details of their marriage remained a mystery to me; I had no desire to confirm what I already knew. Even dead, she loved him more than me. My mother spent her days drenched in memories of safe arms and sweet music, reading his precious words, faded ink on yellowed stationery. I looked for ghosts around corners, certain I was running out of time to find a way to be enough for her. An inability to live in the present was one thing we had in common.

“Are you okay in there, Mother?” Well aware she startled at loud noises, I knocked lightly on the door nearest the driveway. No answer. By the fourth rap, I couldn’t stop myself, I was pounding.

The first pinprick of worry jabbed me as I wondered if this was the day I’d find my mother dead in her double bed, cold, even though she was covered by her wedding quilt of interlocking green and pink floral circles. Juggling two grocery bags and reminding the kids to stop at the end of the boardwalk leading to Anaskaket Beach, I jiggled the lock, but she’d bolted and double-bolted the place as if Sea Escape sat on a main street in the city instead of on waterfront acreage south of Boston.

“Henry, will you run around back and peek in the window? See if Nana’s in her chair. She probably can’t hear us.”

“Mommy, I have to go to the bathroom,” Claire said as she cupped her mittened hands down low, crossing her legs at the knees.

“Yes, honey. I know, I know. Didn’t I tell you to go before we left?”

As soon as I gave Henry permission to run, he was off. And as soon as he was out of view, I regretted asking him to help. What if my mother had slipped on her bathrobe and tumbled to the bottom of those twisting, turning stairs? For once I hoped he would be lured from me by the dunes he loved so much. Who lets a ten-year-old do a grown-up’s job? I should be the one to find her lying there, arms and legs akimbo. I should be the one to tend to her shattered hip or broken pride.

I dropped the bags filled with baking supplies and birthday gifts down on a lonely Adirondack. Digging in my knapsack for her keys, I cursed myself, and the ocean like a jackal jeered at me, pitching its sea spray the distance from shoreline to wraparound porch, chiding me for leaving her keys at home. The last time I’d let myself in, she’d lectured me for twenty minutes about her right to privacy, reminding me I didn’t live there anymore.

Worry stalled when everyone shouted at once.

“I have to pee.”

“She’s not there.”

“It’s far too oily for all this commotion. Can’t you people hold your houses?”

I remained silent as my mother admonished me through the barricade of a door; the only sound I made came from a breath of fresh relief. Lock after lock clacked—one, two, three—and the  door creaked opened. The frail woman who was forever giving me a glimpse into my future stood at the entrance, her slight frame no match for the breadth of the grand room she’d once shared—and in a way still did—with my father. Her beloved Joseph.

Claire kicked off her shoes and scrambled past her grandmother, heading toward the bathroom. My mother reprimanded my five-year-old with a commanding whisper. “No running.”

Even wearing a flannel robe, her wavy bed hair dancing, my mother was intimidating. Beyond those scolding, dark eyes, she was as pretty as ever. Smooth skin, patrician nose, her face the shape of a valentine. If only she didn’t wear her unhappiness like an unflattering dress.

I grabbed the bags off the porch chair and placed them on the inside bench. “You don’t look a day over sixty,” I said, trying to start the visit over. I hung my parka in the front hall closet, ignoring her curious accessories: the legendary strand of pearls and a pair of flat black dress shoes. My tact over her mismatched getup didn’t stop her from staring at my lazy one.

“You worked,” she said.

Neither a question nor a conversation starter, my mother’s simple statement was intent on drawing attention to either my job, which she didn’t appreciate, or to the fact that I’d forgotten to change out of my uniform. I placed one hand on my chest, remembering that while I’d rushed to finish writing progress notes in my babies’ charts, a sleep-deprived intern bumped into me at the nurses’ station. Coffee sloshed, dotting the front of my scrubs. It mixed with the formula splotches burped up on me by Baby Boy Forsythe, a child I silently called Seth. Looking worse than usual after my twelve-hour shift in the newborn nursery, I’d made a mental note to change, but when I got home, the current that drags me through my life whisked me away from my need for clean jeans and a warm sweater. No time for Laura to shower. Christian was in a rush to get to the Magnolia town meeting, where his design pitch for the park renovation was the only  item on the agenda. Henry and Claire kept at me to hurry. It was Nana’s birthday after all, we shouldn’t be late.

I didn’t tell them there was no real reason to rush. Duncan Hines and three meager gifts did not a gala make. My mother’s seventy-seventh birthday would be celebrated at home. Our party of four would dine seaside.

“Hey, Nana. Happy birthday!” Henry came out of nowhere, wrapping both arms around her trim waist. If she hadn’t been holding on to the door, she may well have been laid out flat.

My arrival hadn’t unpursed my mother’s lips, but Henry’s happy-go-lucky entrance charmed a smile right out of her. My brother’s rare appearances would have too, though I couldn’t recall a single time when Holden hugged her like that. I would’ve bet money he hadn’t picked up the phone to wish her happy birthday either, but I didn’t dare bring up the subject of Holden. It mystified me how a man responsible for trying big cases couldn’t remember to call his own mother. For her sake, I should’ve reminded him.

“Easy, honey. You almost knocked her over. Take off your shoes. You know the rules.”

“I didn’t mean to.” The hurt in Henry’s voice should’ve moved me to compassion. If only I’d looked at his face first, I might have seen his quivering chin and misty eyes. His uncombed hair with its cheerful cowlick and his shirt buttoned unevenly would’ve reminded me. Being inside Sea Escape, with its lush carpets and fine fabrics, each with its own name, overwhelmed Henry. He was an outdoor boy.

My mother closed her eyes briefly, using the door to find her balance. “I’m fine. He’s excited is all.”

I gave him a look, motioning for him to grab a bag and carry it to the kitchen, where I started to unload things.

“I’m going to go watch TV in Nana’s room.” He tried to duck out of helping me, though at least this time he knew enough not to ask to play on the beach alone. We were there to spend time with his grandmother.

“Not right now, I need help putting these away. I’m tired from work.” I handed him a jar of preserves and a package of English muffins.

My mother followed us into the kitchen area. She stood behind the butcher block island, gripping the edge as she watched. The first sigh came when I pulled a quart of chocolate milk from one bag. I knew how she felt about Claire’s refusal to drink regular milk and about me for giving in to my daughter’s finicky habits. She drummed the fingers of her right hand on the counter, something I did when my hand fell asleep. Something she did whenever I annoyed her. She sighed again when Henry pulled a bunch of bananas from one bag.

“For heaven’s sake, I’m not a chimpanzee,” she spoke under her breath. “I’ll be back,” she said. “I’m going to finish dressing.”

I perked up and shouted “great” a little loud, relieved that her outfit was interrupted, not intentional.

Watching her travel in slow motion through the large room, which included her oversized and underused kitchen, her elegant living and dining areas—my mother was a pioneer of the open floor plan—I realized there was something else we had in common. Morning, with all its to-dos, was daunting to both of us. I grew more exhausted the more I stood still; she, the more she moved.

I shouldn’t have agreed to take the extra shift in the nursery. Saturdays were reserved for my mother. But when one of the other nurses wore her marital status like a name tag, pleading with me to take her Friday night so she could go out on a date, all I had to do was think about a temp in the nursery trying to cope with those sixteen infants, and the word no couldn’t slip from my lips. Three hours after shift change, twenty hours since the last time I’d laid my head down, I was pulling cake mix and eggs from a shopping bag, hunting down pans in a cavernous cupboard, and preheating an oven I was afraid to get dirty. By the time I made the cake, cooled it, frosted it, and served it, I’d be asleep standing up.

All I wanted to do was sneak by my mother up those stairs, so I could climb into her bed and pull the covers over my head. Christian warned me that baking a cake with the kids at my mother’s was trying to do too much. Never mind that she might not live to see another birthday after the stress I’d cause by making a mess of her kitchen. I had to remind myself this was her day and celebrating it wasn’t about what was convenient for me. Besides, Christian knew as well as I did that a store-bought cake might well have saved time, but it would be served up with sighs and eye rolls. I could almost hear my mother saying, Doesn’t anyone make anything with their own hands anymore?

“I should help her,” Henry said as he watched his grandmother place her hand on the sturdier of the two banisters.

She couldn’t possibly have heard him from that distance, yet without turning around, she called for him.

“Joey, come, come. Give me a hand. I’ll freshen up, and you can take care of a few things for me upstairs.”

Henry looked at me, his expression a request for approval. I wanted to remind her his name was Henry. Instead I did nothing but nod, wishing she would’ve asked me for help.

He ran to her. My mother’s shoulders tensed as both of Henry’s feet hit the first step with a clomp.

“Nana, can you show me how—”

“Hush now. Remember where you are, young man,” my mother said.

When Claire returned from the bathroom, she interrupted what was likely the beginning of a sermon on indoor versus outdoor behavior. It was as though my daughter had never been in a hurry. I knew she didn’t have an accident, because she’s as fastidious as her father. Had one drop landed on her pants, she’d be insisting we go home to change. Thank God for young muscles and small miracles.

Claire plopped down in the middle of the living room next to the perfectly packed backpack she’d placed there. Out came Josefina, the Latin doll that came into the family as a result of one of my mother’s good days. Before Christmas, she’d told me to buy the girl one of those ethnic dolls, one she’d seen in a catalog. She thought my daughter would like a doll that looked like her. Claire adjusted Josefina’s fiesta dress and white stockings as if she were our fifth party guest. While Henry had a way of misplacing things like homework and time, library books and purpose—or anything else he needed to remember in favor of what lay before him—Claire was as neat as my childhood home.

As a gift for my mother, Christian forced a collection of amaryllis bulbs, arranging them in a terra-cotta planter. While I waited for Henry and my mother to come back down, I positioned the flowers on the table by her wing chair, next to the morning Gazette. I read the headline—CHILD OF STAR REUNITES WITH HER FAMILY—then turned the paper facedown, thinking maybe I could buy time before hearing my mother’s familiar lament: If your father still wrote for the paper, tabloid news would never take the place of war reporting. My eyes shifted to the chair beside the table and the envelope and letter abandoned there. She must have been lost in it until I pulled her back to the present with my banging. I knew I shouldn’t pick them up. I wanted to look away from his words, but I couldn’t stop myself.


My dearest Helen,

I don’t know how to tell you this



“Mom! When can I make the cake?”

I ripped a corner of the envelope’s flap when Claire startled me. Folding the letter, I placed it back inside. Addressed to Mrs. Helen Tobin, postmarked September 1966, the letter was sent to her the year after I was born. I ran my hand over the penny stamps, wondering why they were affixed upside down. Smoothing it out the best I could, I laid it on the side table where she usually kept it. I got an uneasy feeling after I’d put it away. I didn’t want her to think I’d read it.

“We might have to go buy one, honey,” I said. “Nana doesn’t have any pans.”

“I want to bake. We can go get our pans and come back here to make it.” Claire was a master at voicing her opinions and good at offering up solutions. I envied my daughter for being better at both than her mother.

“We’ll see,” I said, brushing a wisp of hair off her forehead. “I’ll ask Nana what she wants us to do.” Neither choice appealed to me since both required me to get back in the car and drive when all I wanted to do was curl up on the sofa.

Arranging the brightly wrapped gifts on the coffee table, I second-guessed Henry’s present to my mother. A beginner’s book on sewing didn’t seem right, but he’d ordered it through his school’s book club and paid for it with his own money. He’d insisted she would love it. I didn’t have the heart to tell him she wouldn’t. I remember the exact date my mother stopped creating her works of art. Henry’s childish gift wouldn’t be powerful enough to persuade Helen Elisabeth Tobin to begin again.

Just as I started to worry she was taking too long, I heard a thud come from the floor above me. I made for the stairs, but before my foot hit the first step, my mother appeared at the top landing. I should’ve guessed the source of the noise: Henry. My mother, more appropriately dressed in slacks and a boiled wool jacket, seized the railing and made her way toward me.

“Why don’t I run up and get you another pair of shoes?” I asked. “Those soles can be very slippery.” Her flats couldn’t have been any safer than Henry’s stocking feet on her polished hardwood.

“Stop fretting, Laura. I’m perfectly capable of choosing good hose. Now what’s this about my cake?”

If she grumbled about my lack of preparation and planning, birthday or no birthday, I’d blame her. For years now, Sea Escape appraised higher on form than on function.

“I’m having trouble finding what I need,” I said brightly, covering up my annoyance the best I could. “If you want, I could make a quick trip to my house for pans or pick up a cake at the bakery.”

I wasn’t surprised when I presented my mother with our options and they elicited a complaint about Mass. No matter what topic we started out discussing, she and I would land in church.

“Either way, at this pace, I’ll miss the four-thirty,” she said, looking at her watch.

“Maybe I could—”

She looked me up and down. “I don’t suppose you were planning on going,” she said. “Never mind. Father McNamara says the ten on Sunday. I’ll go tomorrow.”

Claire insisted we make the cake, which made it easier for me to convince her to come with me to get pans. I decided Henry could stay at Sea Escape to keep my mother company. Ever since I’d left him there the day of the hospital Christmas party, they’d shared a stronger connection, moving in close to whisper, smiling at each other. No scowls or smirks between those two. A little over a month ago, during one of our regular Saturday visits, he’d complained he was too old to visit Santa, and my mother had surprisingly offered to watch him so I could bring Claire. How could it be that my baby boy no longer believed in fairy tales?

So with eyes wide open and the car windows rolled all the way down to force a stay-awake cross breeze, I made my way from her house to mine for cake pans. The ten-minute drive from Anaskaket to Magnolia became a twenty-minute detour, jammed with ripped-up roads and slow-moving pedestrians; even a portable radar sign challenged my need for speed.

Once inside my house, I went as fast as my weary body would go. I grabbed the pans from under the stove and a clean sweatshirt from the laundry basket hidden behind the couch.

Back in the car, birds were chirping. I thought my lack of sleep was getting the better of me until I saw Claire playing with my cell. Once again she’d changed my ring tone.

“How many times have I told you not to touch things that don’t belong to you? My phone is not a toy.”

After crossly ordering her to get back in her booster seat, I threw the pans and my sweatshirt on the passenger seat. Missing, they landed on the floor with a muffled thud. When Claire held out the phone to me and started to cry, I felt guilty for being a shrew. In seconds, her red face and frightened look told me she wasn’t upset with me for yelling.

“Henry said to hurry. Nana fell down. She’s acting funny.”

I didn’t know what Claire meant when she parroted Henry. When I took the phone from her, the call had been lost. “Tell me exactly what he said. Honey, try to remember.” Turning away from me, Claire clutched Josefina and stared out the window. I could see there was no point in pressing her.

No longer could I convince myself that my mother’s earlier verbal hiccups meant nothing. I couldn’t write them off as the results of a lousy night’s sleep or her advancing age. Her choice to walk up the wrong side of the stairs had nothing to do with a loose handrail. Looking back over the morning, each symptom was a flashing light, collective warning signs of trouble that should’ve tickled my nurse’s instincts. Yet I’d been a visiting daughter.

Finally the day I’d feared would come had a date. It was her birthday when I got the call. Never once did I think Claire would take it from Henry. On one of my more optimistic days, I imagined my mother accepting me reaching out to her. She’d forgive the sins she believed belonged to me. Or, maybe so tired of being alone, she’d admit to needing me. Mostly I dreaded coming upon her in one of her treasured rooms at Sea Escape, sprawled on an Oriental rug or collapsed across the damask sofa, and it would be too late to make things right.

For most of my life, I’d been consumed with worries of how I might lose my mother completely. I had no way of knowing she was in the process of being found.

Driving back to Anaskaket, I was wide awake.



2
 [image: image]


March 1951

Helen stood on the station platform, pressing her slouch hat to her head as the incoming train’s wind threatened to ruin her appearance. While she waited for Joseph to purchase his ticket, she smoothed down the collar of her smoke wool jacket and adjusted her skirt in order to get the side seams straight. Hoping she still resembled the impeccable Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca, Helen imagined a farewell kiss more romantic than any between two movie stars. If only Joseph’s parents and hers weren’t standing off to the side, eager to get in their own good-byes before he headed back to Sampson Air Force Base.

“You look like a little dream standing there, Helen. You’re making it impossible for me to get on that train.” Joseph tucked his ticket into the top pocket of his standard-issue khaki uniform as he made his way from the window toward her. In one smooth motion, he dropped his duffel bag at her feet and took her in his  arms. Helen peeked to her right, hoping his mother was deep in conversation with hers; the only parent of the four keeping tabs on the couple was her father. She felt a pinch of discomfort with Joseph’s public display. Then, lost in his arms, she disregarding her father’s stare, her hat and suit, and let her boyfriend of four months kiss her, right there in plain sight.

“Time to board,” Helen’s father said, clapping Joseph’s back hard with his palm. “Wouldn’t want you to have to wait around for the next one.”

Joseph’s lips lingered on Helen’s cheek, he whispered in her ear. “I could stand here, looking at you, forever.” He gave her one more squeeze before moving on to dole out the rest of his good-byes.

Joseph took both of her mother’s gloved hands in his and thanked her for inviting his parents over for Sunday dinner. Her mother pulled him in for a hug, which he heartily returned, and then he moved on down the line to his father.

“Dad. Thanks so much for coming. This is one heck of a send-off.” The firm handshake he gave his father ended in an embrace. The one with Helen’s father did not.

Finally Joseph held close his own mother, taking his time to reassure. “I’ll be home in no time.” He used his index finger to wipe a stray tear. “Don’t get me started, now. You don’t want me to look like a sissy in front of my girl, do you?”

Taking in each exchange, Helen could see Joseph’s charm. He had an exceptional way of singling out each person, acting as though he or she were the only one standing on that platform wishing him well. That’s exactly how he’d made her feel, right from the beginning.

After Thanksgiving, Helen had taken a seasonal job at Denholm & McKay department store. The paycheck she received working for her father at McIntyre Insurance didn’t allow for sundry spending, and though he’d offered her some pin money one week following his afternoon at the track, she’d felt uncomfortable taking his lucky bills. Something about them was dirty to the touch. And a girl couldn’t take money from her parents to buy them their own Christmas gifts, now could she?

The man with beach boy looks and city style walked right up to Helen at her gift wrapping station, ignoring Gertrude Birdie, who was clearly free to wrap the Betty Crocker cookbook he carried. As he plunked it down on the counter, Helen forced herself to look away from his Tab Hunter eyes and Gregory Peck chin. He had to be married, though she’d already noted the absence of a wedding ring. At the very least, he must be spoken for. He certainly didn’t look the type to dabble in cooking his own meals. Then Helen registered that he was there to have his purchase gift-wrapped. She tried to cover her unease but ended up sounding like a fool.

“Bells, Santas, or trees?”

“Why don’t you wrap this in your favorite paper, Miss McIntyre? I can tell you’re a girl with good taste.”

Helen realized she’d made a curious face only when the man with movie star looks pointed to her department store name tag.

“I’m Joseph Tobin,” he said, tapping the cover of the cookbook in an attempt to bring her back to the task at hand. “And this is for my hopeless-in-the-kitchen sister. I think even I could make some of the things in here.”

Helen fumbled with the roll of tape she clutched, cursing her awkwardness in the company of this confident stranger. She wished he wasn’t staring at her so intently. He’d never know the talent she had for all things presentation if he judged her by the way her hands trembled. This is silly, she told herself, get the job done. She stepped into action by choosing the silver Christmas trees on the rich burgundy background.

“Your sister will like this. The recipes are simple and delicious,” Helen said, commanding her hands to fold one crisp corner after another, taping, turning, taping.

“Well, if you say so, I’ll bet she will. Hey, it doesn’t seem very busy for a Saturday afternoon. I’ll bet Miss Birdie here wouldn’t mind if you stepped over to the fountain to share an order of Denholm’s famous cheese toast with me. Would you like that?”

Fumbling with ribbon, fighting to make a perfect bow, she didn’t wait for Gertrude’s reply. Helen kept her eyes down as she accepted Joseph’s offer.

Four months later, she was gaping at him as he said farewell to his family, imagining him as her devoted husband. Her mother always said if you want to know how a man will treat his wife, look at the way he treats his mother. Helen stopped fantasizing about life as Joseph’s wife when she started picturing him holding a child. She was getting way ahead of herself. They’d been dating only since December, and he’d yet to speak of his intentions.

Joseph saved his final good-bye for her. Keeping things light, he tried to put Helen at ease. “Chin up, brown eyes. On my next leave, we’ll really burn a hole in that Totem Pole dance floor, but you’ll have to be patient with me. I imagine I’ll be a bit rusty. Promise you won’t have too much fun without me.”

Helen couldn’t string the words together to tell him she had little desire to go out with their pals without him, and none to dance with another boy. The ache in her chest swelled after he kissed her one last time. He held her hand as long as he could, hesitating to put one foot on that train. After he did get on, she watched him walk down the aisle in search of an empty seat on the platform side.

As the train pulled away, he leaned his body out the window. Even at a distance, Helen could see his eyes set on her alone, though his wide smile disappeared when he swallowed hard, the way he did whenever a subject turned serious. She told herself to hold on to her emotions. She mustn’t lose her composure in front of his parents. Joseph’s wavy hair caught the last light of day, and in that shining moment it hit Helen: this wasn’t a directed scene from a movie. Joseph was really going back to New York, his next leave date unknown.

Helen kept waving until the train was a dot in the distance. Once it was out of sight, she hugged the Tobins good-bye, not sure when she’d see them again. In the car on the ride back home, Mother tried to lighten her mood by tuning the radio to WTAG, but even some toe-tapping Tommy Dorsey couldn’t change Helen’s frown to a smile. It didn’t help that Father sighed every time he looked in the rearview mirror, checking to see if she’d stopped dabbing her eyes with her hankie.

The minute she got back to her room, despite the early hour, Helen changed into her nightgown. In her humble opinion, without Joseph to talk to or gaze at, it was time for bed. Out of the corner of her eye she spied the brand-new sewing machine Father had given her for Christmas. Still in its square black box, it leaned aloof against her dresser. Blowing the dust off its case, Helen lugged the machine up onto her bed and opened it. She felt a tad guilty for not having used it yet.

At the holidays, she’d been miffed with Father for writing off her newest dream of going to interior design school. Day after day she watched her father play with life, death, and money at McIntyre Insurance Agency. Calculating risk on paper didn’t interest Helen, nor did sorting paper after boring paper from the mounds he parked on the edge of her desk, usually right after she’d finished filing a weighty stack. But brightening a home with handiwork, now that was an intriguing occupation.

It really was a swell machine. She wished she weren’t still annoyed with Father for dismissing her career plans. “You’re already a competent secretary,” he’d said, his motives impossible to miss. He’d appeased her with the gift, encouraging her to have what he called “a useful hobby,” while his stern face and round black eyes told her he had no intention of letting go of his plans for her life. Lee McIntyre expected her to work for him until a suitable match could be made with the son of a wealthy business associate from Worcester. He acted as if going steady with Joseph Robert Tobin were merely a passing fancy.

Helen’s father underestimated her determination to orchestrate her own affairs. Men had a way of doing that. Looking at that smart machine, she knew he’d misjudged her ambitions. Certain she’d need something to keep her mind off missing Joseph, Helen decided it was time—whether Father approved or not—to enroll in that course she’d been daydreaming about: Introduction to Home Sewing.

A few days after she’d said good-bye to Joseph at the train station, she left the office right behind her father. He worked a shortened day on Thursday afternoons in order to take his stuffy colleagues to Suffolk Downs, where they’d watch those poor horses race to the finish. Helen gathered her purse and coat, locked the office, and walked three blocks over to State Teachers College. She would pretend to have forgiven Father his stubbornness. Her mother would be proud of her for keeping the peace. Yes, she’d take her secret course and start a project whose aim it was to stay focused on the things she could control with her hands. She could get what she needed without making a fuss. Joseph would be gone a long time, with no predictable schedule of visits, and who knew if or when he’d be shipped out to Korea. She simply refused to feel blue, and she wouldn’t allow herself to pine for him like those silly girls at State did over boys they’d known for far less time than she’d known Joseph. Helen prided herself on being a sensible girl.

The day after her class commenced, Helen started in on her very first sewing project. Sitting in front of it now, she realized it hadn’t done the trick. She’d learned more about how to dismantle seams than actually sew the curtains she’d use to brighten her life on Fiske Street in Tatnuck Gardens. She gripped the cotton ticking stripe cloth in one hand, using the seam ripper to lift the thread with the other. Making a pair of curtains was a lot harder than it looked in the pattern book she had perched on the corner of her desk, next to her never-been-used sewing machine. Maybe it wasn’t the way the directions were written or her beginner sewing skills that were the problem. It had to be Joseph who was distracting her from stitching the rod pocket in a straight line.

Each time she stared down at her Singer Featherweight with its slant needle moving up and down through the material, all she could see was Joseph’s face and his lackluster wave out the window of that train.

She found that while she ripped, she counted. It had already been four days, twenty-two hours, and eighteen minutes since she’d last seen Joseph in person at the station and only three minutes since she’d seen him in her mind’s eye.

Her mother’s singsong voice drifted up the back stairs. “Helen. There’s a letter from a certain someone. Addressed to you.”

Dropping the cloth and nearly tripping over the sewing machine cover she’d left lying on her floor, Helen crawled over her bed to get to the door, messing up her spread. In a far from ladylike manner, she took the stairs by twos.

“Don’t tease me. Is it really from Joseph?”

Maggie, Helen’s mother, held the letter up to the Tiffany-style lamp sitting on the phone table in the foyer.

“It certainly is. He has lovely penmanship, you know. It’s all straight and full of sharp angles.”

“Are you trying to read through the envelope?” Helen attempted to snatch it as her mother playfully attempted to keep it out of her reach.

“Only because you’re probably going to read the whole thing to Mary Pat, and not tell your poor mother a thing about what’s in it. Why won’t you say how you feel about this boy, Helen? I think he could be the one if you’d stop playing hard to get.”

A smiling Maggie handed the envelope over. Helen took it from her mother’s delicate hand, savoring a glance at her name and address, running her own palm over the writing.

“You are every bit a best friend to me as Mary Pat is. I tell you everything, truly I do.” Helen looked longingly at the letter as she rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I’m afraid to admit how much I care for him because any one of his letters could be the Dear Jane. Maybe I’m not his one and only.”

Maggie rubbed one hand up and down Helen’s arm. “Oh, honey,” she said. “All you have to do is take one look at that boy to know he’s gaga over you. You go enjoy your love letter. Maybe later you’ll throw your old mother a romantic tidbit or two.” She placed both hands on her hips, smoothing out her cinch-waisted housedress. “Dearie, do keep that sewing book under wraps, won’t you? It’s best if your father thinks you’re only dabbling. That class will be our little secret.”

Maggie moved to the front hall mirror to primp her hair-sprayed coif. Helen stared at her reflection as she held the letter to her chest, her foot on the first step. Would Joseph one day fail to notice her looks in the same way her father seemed to have lost interest in her mother’s?

“I love the new color; it’s none too dark,” Helen said. “You look simply swank.”

“Thanks, hon,” her mother said. “Oh, do ask Mary Pat to join us for dinner, won’t you? Your father’s got a bridge game after work. We’ll have another girls’ night.” Maggie turned to look at Helen languishing on the stairs. “Well, don’t just stand there, go read your letter.”

Helen agreed to invite Mary Pat, hoping she’d have the chance to do so. Her best friend had an uncanny knack for showing up in Helen’s bedroom unannounced, at inopportune times, having entered by way of the trellis and the broad arm of the maple tree. In fact, just yesterday Helen nearly died of fright when Mary Pat rapped on the glass. Without realizing she was there, Helen had stuffed a bed pillow under her blouse and turned sideways, inadvertently giving Mary Pat a glimpse of what she’d look like pregnant. Her face turned red as her friend’s laughter rang out.

Helen dashed back upstairs to her room. She reached into her desk and pulled out a silver letter opener. Sitting down on the end of her bed, she sliced the letter open with care.


March 20, 1951

My dearest Helen,

I arrived back at this prison called Sampson AFB, and needless to say, the first thing I’m doing is writing to you. I’ll never be able to describe how it felt, leaving you behind. Oh, Helen, I’m going to have to finish out my time in the service like a person who takes bad-tasting medicine, hating every minute of it.

During every mile back to camp, I thought about what I’d write to you, so I’m not just sitting down ripping this one off. I was sure of myself before I picked up the pen.

I’ll never be happy until I have you by my side forever. So right now I have to ask. Will you marry me? When I’m through serving, I’ll work hard for you. I want to give you everything you desire. As soon as I get things squared away as far as bills go, I’m going to start saving for a house. Maybe someday we can afford our dream home by the ocean, our very own sea escape, where our life together will be perfect.

I haven’t got much of anything now, but I’ll stay in the barracks and even refuse furloughs if it will help me save so I can give you everything. All I want in return is you, for my very own. I love you for the very sincere person you are, for the very wonderful Catholic you are, for the way you make me feel important when we’re together, and for the thousands of sweet things you do to show me you love me. I love you, Helen, for the beautiful girl you are.

I had to put my proposal down in writing. Please don’t laugh at my sentimental ways. Know that it would crush me to think that you and Mary Pat would read my words and, giggling like schoolgirls, think them insincere. Promise me, for as long as you own these letters, meant for you alone, that you will keep them private.

I love you, and until I can take you in my arms I will not rest. Write soon to tell me what you think of my proposal.

All my love always,
Joseph



After the first tear hit the page, Helen was careful not to let any others mar his words. He loved her. He wanted to marry her. Her mind began to race.

Father would disapprove of his daughter settling for what he called a shanty Irish beau. Maybe if Helen and Joseph waited out his tour—until he was out of the service with savings in hand—Father wouldn’t object to her being twenty-two to his mature twenty-five. For goodness’ sake, by then Father would probably be thrilled, fearing all of Worcester would think his daughter unclaimed treasure.

First things first: Helen needed to accept Joseph’s proposal. Out of her desk drawer she pulled her linen writing paper. She wished she could pick up the hall phone and call him, but those silly Air Force people wouldn’t allow it. He could call her once a month, and she could call him only in the event of an emergency.

She couldn’t keep him waiting until the monthly call. Sitting back at her desk, Helen pushed aside her Singer, the cloth, and thread. She didn’t go ask her father for permission, or confide her plans to her best friend or her mother. With fountain pen to paper, she began her reply.


March 25, 1951

Dear Joseph,

Yes! Yes! Yes!
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The emergency room with its punch of alcohol was as far from my sheltered postpartum nursery ten floors up as my mother was from me. This part of the hospital pounded with an army of staff, filled with the gritty need to control life rather than simply make way for it.

I’d been here before with my mother, though it was years ago and I was the one lying still, oblivious to all that went on around me. I tried to imagine her back then, hovering over me in worry, when more likely she stood back, repulsed. I forced my recollections away from that awful day, choosing instead to focus on the times I’d been here with Henry, for minor things that didn’t change how my mother felt about me. Like the time he needed three stitches in his lower lip after playing with the neighbor’s puppy. And then again last fall, when he was dehydrated after a bout with a virus that followed him home from school.

Unlike Henry’s visits, which included hours of sitting in the waiting room, my mother was triaged to a stretcher parked against a wall in the hallway. Her assignment said urgent, but not urgent enough to get a coveted bay. I hated my private wish to be important enough to get some attention, because it was tied to the reality that it could only happen if she invited death to pull up a chair.

Sprawled out for the world to see, her diminished form lay still under a single white sheet. Her red wool jacket poked out of the patient belongings bag at the bottom of the stretcher, an ominous contrast to her skin tone.

My mind raced back and forth between concern for her and sympathy for Henry and Claire after what they’d just been through. One minute I was struck by my mother’s ghostly appearance as she lay unmoving on that hospital stretcher, the next minute a slow-motion replay of finding her down for the count at the bottom of those stairs pushed its way into my consciousness. It was as if experiencing the morning over and over again would help me understand how I’d landed here.

After Claire handed me the phone in the car, I timed the trip back to Sea Escape by counting how many times I hit my mother’s number on speed dial. Twice I let it ring through to voice mail so I could listen to her curt message, full of proper words and pleasantries, allowing it to convince me she had to be all right.

Worried about my mother, and poor Henry—all alone—I’d never been happier to maneuver my Forester down that dirt road lined with its soaring cedars and scrub pines. When my tires began chewing the clamshell driveway, I leaned up to the windshield, searching for any sign of life through the walls of glass surrounding three sides of the home named by my father. Nothing stirred.

Panic rising, I begged Claire to obey me. To stay in the car. I wanted to shout, Don’t go down to the beach, but I didn’t want to give her any ideas. Leaping over the sagging porch steps in one stride, I ran the length of the porch, dodging Adirondacks. The bank of windows that brought the living room front and center with the Atlantic Ocean revealed a picture I knew I’d never erase from my mind. Wind whipped around the corner and slapped me in the face at the exact moment I saw her lying facedown on the Berber. Henry was holding her hand.

Sitting in my visitor’s chair in the emergency room, I shook the image of my mother unconscious on that rug from my mind and tightened my grip on the purse I’d taken off the secretary desk at Sea Escape. I wouldn’t get through this if I rested on the memory of Henry in a catatonic state, his back straight and unyielding, staring at the lone shoe on the third step.

Needing something to do while we waited for medical attention, I opened my mother’s bag, knowing the first order of business in any emergency room was for someone to ask for insurance cards. It wasn’t the first time I’d made excuses for rummaging through her things.

When my hand came in contact with the same delicate paper I’d handled earlier, I knew straightaway that another letter had been stashed there for safe reading. I half expected to look over to find my mother staring back at me, a scornful look having replaced her dreamlike expression. Absent was the tick list of things she’d done to reject me that morning. I would’ve welcomed one of her lectures on her right to privacy.

Nurses rushed past us wearing their crisis faces. Keeping their eyes on distant focal points, their practiced expressions said, Don’t stop me to ask how much longer you have to wait, someone else is sicker. Ordinarily, I would have had no problem staying put in my metal chair searching for insurance cards and waiting for someone to tell me what was going on. It’s true I considered stealing the chance to read the letter I’d found in her bag. But instead I closed the purse with a loud snap and stepped in front of the nurse in charge.

“I know you’re busy, but can you find out how much longer till my mother’s CT scan?” My voice echoed off the walls, coming out louder than I’d intended. Her eyes went from my makeup-free face to my stained top and back again. If my scrubs and my jargon hadn’t told her I was a nurse, she might never have picked up the clipboard hanging over the foot of my mother’s stretcher.

Without saying a word, she flipped the pages. Then the nurse without a name repositioned the oxygen prongs further into my mother’s nose and tightened the strings under her chin. “I’ll be right back,” she said.

I knew right back in hospital time is pain that goes from manageable to intolerable, or the quiet slipping away done by a patient tired of waiting for a hand to hold, so I took my seat, resigned to keep watch over my mother.

I stared at her lying under those fluorescent lights, a spotlight on her rigid body. Staff rushed by. Machines beeped in syncopation. I felt like a stranger in my own land. Picking up her hand, I hoped to find comfort in the thready pulse that ticktocked against my fingers. About to place my hand on her forehead like a mother checks for fever, I remembered Henry brushing aside her gray curls as we waited for the ambulance to make its way toward the sea and my mother.

In hospitals, time is an elastic, stretchy thing. It extends on forever when the patient or family member waits for anything from a glass of water to a lab result to the answer to a simple question. Then it snaps back into place when nurses and doctors finally decide to take action. Suddenly everything happened at once.
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