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DUST THOU ART












The wind moaned as it skirted the white clapboard wall of Cove Road Church and snaked between the headstones in the small cemetery, tweaking women’s coats and burrowing with stealthy fingers between men’s gloves and wrists.




December, with its biting wind and gray, dreary days, is the most depressing time for a funeral, Amelia Declose thought, as she hugged her ankle-length coat more tightly about her slender body. Without the cashmere coat and the wool scarf draped about her head and wound about her neck, she could not have stood here under this cheerless sky as old Pastor Johnson droned on.




Finally she heard the words “Dust thou art and unto dust thou shalt return.” Fitting that he would use those words, since Charles, as he’d wished, had been cremated, and a small marble urn had been consigned to the earth.




Amelia felt Grace slip her arm through hers, felt her friend’s body shiver through the thickness of their coats. Grace was crying, and why not? Grace had loved Charles, her son Roger’s longtime companion. Charles had been kind and generous, sensitive and caring of Grace. Amelia looked across the grave at Roger. Tall and somber, eyes shaded by dark glasses, Roger’s handsome face was pained, his lips compressed.




Standing slightly apart from Roger, their housemate, Hannah Parrish, stoic as ever, stared into the distance. At seventy-five, the salt in her salt-and-pepper hair had superceded the pepper, resulting not in the white of freshly fallen snow, like Amelia’s hair, but the time-worn white much like the patches of week-old snow that clung to the hillside beyond.




It was over now. The small party of mourners moved silently, slowly across the road and toward the ladies’ farmhouse. Most of their friends and neighbors had not known Charles but had come out of respect for Grace.




 




Grace tucked one arm into that of her companion, Bob Richardson, and the other into Roger’s. She could feel the heaviness, the sadness deep within her son, could feel his loss. Her legs, columns of ice, resisted her will to reach the farmhouse before the others, to remove covers from the platters of food she had prepared with the help of Laura, Hannah’s pregnant daughter. Laura hadn’t asked if she were needed. She had simply walked into the farmhouse kitchen, studied Grace for a moment, and rolled up her sleeves. Grace was grateful, and she looked with affection at the young woman who strode ahead of the others, pressing close to her husband, Hank Brinkley. Grace stopped trying to force herself to move faster. Laura and Hank could handle everything.




On a steamy August night more than a year ago, the ladies’ farmhouse and two other homes on the east side of Cove Road had burned to the ground. This disaster had ultimately proved to be a blessing, for in rebuilding the ladies gained a new, modern kitchen, an additional bedroom, and two bathrooms, which left the living room and dining room smaller but, as Amelia said, “cozier.” On this day, as the mourners crowded into the living room, Laura, Amelia, and Hank passed platters of food and cups of spiced cider.




Grace sat quietly on the couch next to Roger, who seemed uncomfortable among the crush of people, accepting condolences. Grace was tired, bone tired, from the last few weeks of supporting Roger and from the pain of watching Charles fade and die. She craved privacy and wished she could sneak upstairs to lie down and rest, but she couldn’t leave her son. Instead, she smiled politely for what seemed like hours, and joined Roger in thanking the neighbors for coming.




Hannah separated herself from a group and walked over to Grace. “You all right?” she asked. “You look exhausted. Shall I shoo everyone off?”




“No. Thanks. It wouldn’t be right. The Herrills and Craines didn’t even know Roger and Charles, and they were kind enough to come.”




*  *  *




Three weeks ago Roger, devastated and sobbing, had phoned her with the news of Charles’s rapidly deteriorating condition. Grace placed her life on hold. With her heart in her mouth, for she had sworn never to fly again, she flew to Branston, Pennsylvania, to take her place beside the hospice team involved in Charles’s care. Her contribution had been emotional support, and she had given Charles every ounce of love and energy she possessed.




When she had arrived and appeared in the doorway of his room, he smiled and his eyes lit with pleasure. “Mother Singleton, bless you for coming.”




Tears had streamed down her cheeks as she moved toward him and took the chair alongside his bed.




Grace closed her eyes for a moment, remembering how she had held Charles’s hand and listened to his regrets and the guilt he felt for the one infidelity that had brought AIDS into his life. As ever, his concern was for Roger.




“What will Roger do when I’m gone? He’s really much softer than he lets on, Mother Singleton,” Charles said in a barely audible voice.




“I know, Charles, dear, I know.” But did she really? There were times when she felt she hardly knew her son. She leaned closer to Charles and recognized the look and smell of death. It had been like this with her husband, Ted. “We’ll all be there for Roger.”




“I know you will. We bought that condo in Covington when I began to get sick. We used to say we’d retire there.” His clenched fist hit the bedcovers. “I was daft to think I could beat this horrible disease.”




He lifted an arm so thin and frail she refrained from holding him for fear of hurting him. She took his hand, all bone and blue and black with contusions from the needles in the hospital. “We all make mistakes. We do the best we can.”




“I’m not afraid of dying now that the pain’s under control,” he said. “I can’t help wondering if I’ll see a light. I remember when I readWar and Peace— Did you read it?”




Grace nodded.




“When Prince Andre died, he saw light and felt peace, remember?”




“Yes, I do.”




“I couldn’t finish the novel after Prince Andre died,” Charles said.




“Didn’t much care what happened to the rest of them. Will I see the light, or angels, or my granny, do you think? Will Granny be there waiting for me?”




“I think she will be.”




“You really think so?”




“I do,” Grace replied.




His face grew calmer. “I do, too.” He slept then.




The following day, when they were alone, Charles had asked, “Do you forgive me?”




“Forgive you? There’s nothing to forgive. Life is life,” Grace said. “We have our share of joys and sorrows. I love you, Charles. You’re like a son to me. I’ll miss you more than you can imagine.”




“You’ve been more a mum to me than my own mum.”




He closed his lids over sunken eyes. Under hollow cheeks, a wisp of a smile hovered about his lips. His body was shutting down. His shoulders and elbows were all bone, his chest concave. He was eating less each day. No one, she thought, should suffer as he had suffered before hospice took charge and medicated him to keep the pain at bay.




 




Bob, who had assumed the role of host, tapped her shoulder, pulling her from her memories. “Grace, the Herrills are leaving. Come say good-bye.”




Grace rose to her feet. Bob offered his arm, and they walked with Charlie and Velma Herrill to the door. “We’re here if you need us, Grace,” Velma said.




“Thank you so very much for coming. It was a great comfort,” Grace replied.




She meant it. She and Hannah and Amelia had not always been welcome in this rural area of the world, until the fire that had destroyed their home and those of the Herrills and the Craines had linked them all.




Bob shut the door behind their guests.




“I haven’t even offered anyone a drink,” Grace said, passing her hand across her forehead.




“Laura and Hank handled it all splendidly,” Bob said.




“I’m so sorry to have burdened Laura. She’s six months into her pregnancy.”




“Molly, Brenda, Amelia, Tyler—they all pitched in.”




“I feel as if I haven’t slept in weeks,” Grace said. When she did sleep, she dreamed of Charles, his eyes huge in the sockets of his pale, sunken face. She would awaken feeling the grip of his fingers, stripped of flesh, on her arm. “No more dreams like this,” she prayed. “I want to remember Charles as the smiling, optimistic man he was.”




Long ago, when Roger had first told her that he was gay, confirming long-held, unspoken suspicions, and when he had brought Charles home to meet her and his father, how upset and grieved she had been—upset because of what people might think and grieved because Roger was her only child and she would have no grandchildren. But Charles was a fine man, and she had come to love him dearly. Now he was gone. Grace shook her head, shook away the memory of his dying, and heard again the chatter of voices in the living room.




“Bob,” she said, turning to look up at him.




Never far from her side today, Bob leaned forward, his lips brushing her cheek, his hands gently resting on her shoulders. “I’m here, Grace. I’m right here.”




She reached up to touch his large, gentle hands. Her fingers played with the hair on his knuckles. It was one of the first things she had noticed about him, his gentle hands, and his eyes, brown as chestnuts and kind.




Bob’s son Russell moved toward them with his son, Tyler, tagging along beside him. Tyler was almost fourteen and still fighting that ornery cowlick that topped his red hair. Grace leaned forward, clasped him to her, and held him hard until he murmured in her ear, “I can’t breathe, Granny Grace.”




She laughed then and released him. In loving Bob she had gained a whole new surrogate family and a grandson.




“You look like you feel icky, Granny Grace,” Tyler said.




“I’m hot, but it will pass. Everyone will be gone soon, and I’ll take a nice, cool shower.”




“I could get you a cold cloth for your head,” Tyler said.




The Craines—Alma, Frank, and one of their sons, Timmie—strode toward them. “Thanks for the eatin’s. You take care now. Anything we can do, y’all just call us,” Alma said.




Alma, the Cove Road gossip, the one who had most snubbed them, was eager now to be friends.




“Thank you all for coming,” Grace said, clasping Alma’s outstretched hand.
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THE DIARY












George Maxwell—or Max, as he was called—had impressed Hannah deeply when he used the funds inherited from his wife, Bella’s, estate to purchase a large tract of land at the end of Cove Road and created Bella’s Park. In so doing he had saved the land from commercial development. Hannah had been flattered and accepted his request that she become director of gardens at the park. She and Max worked well together, with an ease to their relationship as if they were an old, comfortably married couple, which they assuredly were not—not yet, anyway.




Two weeks after the funeral, the weather, always unpredictable in the mountains, had warmed to a delightful 59 degrees. Hannah went into the Canal Garden, one of the four gardens already completed, and found one of the gardeners trimming a tree. Unable to merely sit and watch him whittle away at the small dogwood, Hannah took the clippers from him and sent him on his way. Pruning a tree did not require crouching or kneeling, which the orthopedist had said she must avoid. After working for a time, she rested on a bench in the sunshine close to the canal. Periodically, sprays of water tickled her face as they shot into the air above the handwrought copper fish that leaped perpetually above the water.




As she sat, Mary Ann, the attractive, blond receptionist at the park, walked through the archway that connected this garden with the Cottage Garden. In her hand was a small package.




“Ah, there you are, Hannah,” Mary Ann said. “This just came for you, special delivery.” She held the book-size brown package out toward Hannah.




“Thank you, Mary Ann. By the way, where’s Max?”




Mary Ann made a small fist and knocked at her temple lightly. “Oh, yes. He asked me to tell you he had to go into Mars Hill to the hardware store.” She waited a moment, as if expecting a reply, then said, “Well, I guess I’d better get back to the front desk.” With sprightly steps she took her leave through the arbor, back to the main building, where they all had their offices.




For a time Hannah ignored the package on her lap. She ran her fingers through her hair, then lifted the thick strands off her neckline, where they clumped, damp with sweat. A jet of water soared above the fish, spread into an umbrella shape, then cascaded down to form ripples before relaxing into the shallow water. Behind the long trough of the canal, empty tubs made Hannah long for the banana trees they would hold in the spring. On days like this one, she could visualize their thick juicy stems and the broad leathery leaves that would glut the half-barrel wooden tubs as summer progressed.




Hannah squeezed a finger beneath the folds of the thick brown wrapping paper, worked it open, tore it away, and lifted the lid of the box inside. A sealed envelope with unfamiliar, slanted handwriting lay atop a small leather book. Something inside Hannah tightened. Her throat constricted, and for a moment she looked about her with misgiving, as if she feared being apprehended and berated by the book’s owner. Then, overcoming her presentiment of trouble, she extracted a letter from the envelope and unfolded it.






Hannah Parrish,




My name is Alice Britton Millet. I am the granddaughter of Dan and Marion Britton. I am forwarding this diary, which belonged to my grandmother. I believe that you are the Hannah Parrish referred to inside. If not, I apologize for sending this and ask you to please dispose of this diary and my letter.







A chill traveled up Hannah’s arms. Alice Britton Millet. Her mind raced and collided with the gray stone wall that surrounded the garden. Dan’s granddaughter? Hannah dropped the letter and stared at a patch of sunshine that warmed her toes through her brown work shoes. Dan, the man she had loved so dearly, had brought a photo once of a curly-haired grandchild whom he adored. The little girl in the picture sat on a swing, waiting for someone to push her. Could that have been Alice?




The cover of the diary was soft to her touch, fine leather bearing a few tiny cracks.Do not open this book—dump it! Hannah’s whole being urged. The past was just that, and Hannah was not one to revisit it. She returned to the letter.






I feel I must tell you how I came upon this diary, and why I sent it. My grandfather was killed in a boating accident many years ago. If you are the Hannah referred to in its pages, you will know this. My grandmother remained in their home. She never remarried, and a year ago she passed away. It fell to my sister, Jane, and me to help our mother go through the house in preparation for selling it.







Whisked into the past, Hannah was once again in her car, which lacked air-conditioning. Stifling air poured through open windows before she turned from the four-lane road and drove slowly along the tree-lined street—his street, an oasis that offered shade and a gentle cooling. Hannah raised her fingers to her cheek as she remembered the tentative breeze that had touched her cheek just before she identified his home, a lovely Queen Anne Victorian behind a white picket fence. On the wide front porch, a woman sat in a rocking chair holding a little girl, probably her granddaughter, snuggled on her lap. Dan’s wife’s head was lowered over the child as if she were listening, and Hannah could not see her face. Desolate and trembling, her heart empty, Hannah had stepped on the gas and turned the corner, nearly blinded by tears.




Now she turned from memories to study the little book that rested indifferently in its box on her lap, and then at the letter in her hand.






This diary was found in my grandmother’s dresser drawer. My mother knew nothing about you. She was shocked and cried for days. When she threw the diary in the trash, I retrieved it and set about trying to locate Hannah Parrish, to whom I thought its contents might be meaningful. My husband is a private detective, and based on information in the diary, his investigation led me to you. And so, with trepidation, andagainst the wishes of my sister, I am sending it, wildly, unreasoningly, as one would send a note in a bottle.




Alice Britton Millet







The idea of being investigated, of having her private life scrutinized by a stranger, angered Hannah. She lifted the diary from its nest in the box as one would lift an injured bird, gingerly, and held it between the palms of her hands. She had loved Dan Britton too much and for too long. His death had been a misery, sundering her heart into a million pieces, and now the memory tore at the mended places. Uneasily, she opened the cover. The first entry read:






Dan is in love, but not with me. I know, because I asked him pointblank and he confessed. Her name is Hannah Parrish, such an old-fashioned name, and Dan wants a divorce. The Church won’t let him do it. He says he’s going to ask the Pope for a dispensation. I laugh at him. Our children and grandchildren belie a plea of non-consummation of our marriage, though for years we’ve slept in separate rooms. I would never agree to a divorce. I prefer to live without sex, without love, rather than suffer humiliation in front of the community, my friends, my family.







Dan had told his wife about her, had asked for a divorce. It had been Hannah’s impossible dream. Her heart leaped in her chest, and the next moment her stomach tightened and grew queasy. The next entry in the dairy was dated many days later.






I saw that woman today. She works for a chiropractor. She’s tall, not nearly as pretty as I am. She’s quite angular, really. What can he possibly see in her? I’m still beautiful, people say, and I’ve kept my figure. Men still look at me when I walk into a room. Dan says I flirt, and why not? I get little enough attention at home.







The diary slipped from Hannah’s grasp onto the flagstone walk. She covered her hot cheeks with her hands. Dan’s wife had seen her, knew who she was. Had Marion seen Hannah in the street, at the bank? Had she come into the office? Hannah felt violated. One nudge with the toe of her shoe would send the little brown book tumbling into the water, its writing doomed to blur, its pages to dissolve among the curry-colored koi and the matted roots of lilies in the canal. She extended her foot, then hesitated. The diary had provided an answer to the old tormenting question of whether Dan had really loved her. He had. He had wanted a divorce, would have fought for a divorce. Why hadn’t he told her? She thought she knew. He was a cautious, thoughtful man who made no promises to her that he could not keep.




The pain of loss reasserted itself and speared her heart. She thought of Max, his kindness, his reliability, his availability. “Oh, God, no,” she muttered. “I hardened my heart back then. I can’t bear to love anyone that way again.” Hannah bent and retrieved the diary. Placing it in the box, she secured the wrappings and rose from the bench as she tucked it under her arm. Then she strode through the archway. She wanted to get home to show the diary to Grace.
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THE AFTERMATH












Amelia loved warm winter days. They teased her to resume photography treks in the woods, through open pastures and along streams. On days like this, Mike could be persuaded to close his photo shop and join her. Their friendship had grown over the years, and since he had no permanent gentleman partner, he gladly served as her escort to gallery openings, dinners, programs put on by the Madison County Arts Council in Mars Hill, and the theater in Asheville.




She sat now in her rocking chair, admiring the intricate fretwork of spindles and decorative half suns that framed the porch, proud that she had been most adamant about rebuilding the farmhouse after fire had destroyed their home.




Amelia set aside the impulse to rush inside, grab her camera, and head for the hills. For now it was enough to just be in this unsolicited moment of tranquility. Life of late had been shattering, starting with the events of September 11. The grief that deluged them all after the horrifying events in New York, Washington D.C., and Pennsylvania had spilled into Charles’s illness and death. Winter had raged, periodically flinging fifty-mile-an-hour winds against the farmhouse, tumbling rockers, rattling windowpanes, and uprooting the newly planted apple trees in the orchard behind the house.




The fragility and preciousness of life and of those one loved demanded to be recorded in her photographs somehow, although she was unsure what would adequately demonstrate the resumption of ordinary, nurturing life and hope after the horrendous terrorist attacks of September 11th. Amelia mulled over possibilities and waited for inspiration.




Everyone seemed preoccupied: Hannah avoided setting a date for her marriage to Max, and though she hated shopping, busied herself in Asheville shopping for baby furniture and a layette. Laura’s baby, a boy, was due in the spring.




People made decisions and reversed them. Who said you couldn’t rebuild a bridge you had burned behind you? Bob, who had moved in with Max, was about to move back to his own condo on the hillside in Loring Valley.




“I need privacy, our privacy,” he had told Grace, and she welcomed the diversion of helping him pack and move.




Emily, Russell’s wife, was hunting a location for her own law office. “I just don’t want to go on working on cases someone assigns to me,” she had explained at their quiet Christmas dinner. She and Russell were selling their home and planned to buy closer to Covington. Tyler, Russell’s son and Emily’s stepson, relished the idea of going to the middle school that all of his friends from elementary school attended. The tragedy of September 11th seemed to have had that effect on people, prodding a return to home and family.




Last week in the shower, Amelia had said aloud to herself, “What we need is a vacation, someplace beautiful and warm. A Caribbean cruise.” Once the idea came, it persisted. Amelia had visited J P Travel in Weaverville yesterday, and stashed in her room upstairs were a half dozen brochures she had spent several hours last night reading again and again. When she made her presentation to Grace and Hannah, it must be irresistible. But first she needed to clarify in her own mind how she felt about going away from home with the Homeland Security chief constantly issuing alerts to be on the lookout for terrorism. The whole business of staying alert was unclear. What was she, or anyone, to look for? She was turning into a fatalist—what would be would be—and numbed to his warnings. She rarely watched the news these days, filled as it was with talk about security for the upcoming Olympics. What worried her was the overall cost to the nation of all this security and weapons buildup. The terrorists could bankrupt America with their scare tactics while sitting in a cave in some godforsaken place.




*  *  *




That night, over a simple dinner of zucchini soup and salad, Amelia broached the subject to Grace and Hannah. “What do you think of a trip to someplace warm and colorful, maybe the tropics?”




Grace sat back in her chair, crossed her arms, and ran her palms up her arms to her shoulders, then down to her elbows, and up again.




“You cold, Grace?” Hannah asked. “Want me to build a fire in the fireplace?”




“No. It’ll turn the kitchen into an inferno.” She looked at Amelia. “Where do you propose that we go, to Florida?”




“No, on a cruise to the Caribbean.”




“On a cruise ship,” Hannah said. “A perfect target for terrorists, don’t you think?”




“No, I trust they’re being extra careful, screening those ships and everyone on them,” Amelia replied. She hadn’t considered cruise ships as targets until this minute. What will be will be, she reminded herself. “If we live in fear, they win, don’t they?”




Grace leaned forward. “You’re right about that, Amelia. But how do we live…so much has changed. Life’s not as simple…”




“Life,” Hannah declared, “was never simple. Something is always happening to rock the boat, to keep you up at night. Change is a given. Okay, let’s hear the cruise ship pitch, Amelia.”




Amelia brightened. “I’ll run up and get the brochures. We can find a ship we all like.”




“It might be fun, a cruise,” Grace said. “No cooking. No responsibilities. Warm, sunny days.”




“We’d have to go soon. Laura’s baby’s due in March,” Hannah said.




With Amelia gone, Grace turned to Hannah. “I have never seen you so thrilled about anything as you are about this baby.”




“I wasn’t much of a mother to my two girls, and not much of a grandmother to Miranda’s sons. Somehow this baby feels special, as if I get another chance at being a grandmother he’ll remember with love. And his birth seems doubly important now, as if by giving birth we honor the memory of those innocent people killed in September,” Hannah replied. After a quick glance at the doorway, she grasped Grace’s hand. “Something unbelievable happened today. I got a package with, of all things, an old diary from Dan Britton’s granddaughter. It belonged to her grandmother. She writes about Dan and me.”




“After all these years, his granddaughter sends you a diary? Why, I wonder?”




“I can’t stop even to wonder about that at this point. It’s so shocking, I can hardly think straight.”




“I’d be totally overwhelmed if I got a diary like that out of the blue,” Grace said.




“Overwhelmed about what?” Amelia asked from the doorway.




Hannah did not trust Amelia the way she did Grace. In her opinion, Amelia lacked good judgment. Not in everything, of course, but certainly in matters where men were involved. There had been that incident early on when Grace first knew Bob and Amelia had flirted with him. But that was years ago, and she knew that Grace had long since forgiven Amelia. Then came the fiasco with Lance. Amelia had behaved like a silly schoolgirl. She had literally abandoned her friends and her work for that awful man. Hannah could see he was a no-good bounder right from the start, and, of course, she’d been proven right. But now, with Amelia standing in the doorway, there was no way Hannah could be silent without offending her.




“A package came today from the granddaughter of an old lover.”




“You had a lover? When? Where?” Amelia asked.




“It was long ago, over twenty years. When I worked for the chiropractor.” Hannah tried to be flip, but couldn’t manage it. “Anyway, this diary was written by the girl’s grandmother, Dan’s wife. She’s dead now, and her family found it in a drawer.”




“I can’t believe you had a lover,” Amelia said.




Hannah bristled. “Can’t you? Why not?”




Amelia dropped the glossy brochures on the table, then carried her dish from the table to the sink and returned.




“You hardly seem the type.”




“What type am I?”




Grace intervened. “How did Dan’s granddaughter find you?” She was eager to stop this conversation before it escalated into words they would both regret.




Hannah turned to Grace. “It came to the office, which I thought was odd. Dan’s granddaughter’s husband is a detective. Apparently he traced me, so she decided to take a chance and send it.”




“What a romantic she must be,” Amelia said, settling into her chair. “A detective found you, my goodness.”




“I was appalled at the invasion of my privacy,” Hannah said. She picked up the small brown book and read them the first two entries, then turned to the third.






Yesterday I followed them to a hotel—the best in town, not some cheap joint for that woman. Wasting our money, money that our daughters could use, on that bitch. I detest her, and I detest Dan.







The tone of the next entry was even harder, and Hannah’s voice reflected it.






I’ve cleaned out our savings account, and I’ve demanded a new car. He’ll give me anything not to ruin that woman’s reputation, not to drive her out of town. I’ll just play along for a while, then I’ll show them.







“She must have made Dan’s life a living hell,” Hannah said. “I never felt guilty back then. Reading this, thinking what it must have been like for him, I do.”




Hannah turned the pages, reading silently. The entries went on page after page: neat, tight writing in places, and wide, looping script as the woman wallowed in self-pity one moment, then raved in anger and made plans for revenge. “Listen to this one,” Hannah said.






I knew Dan had plans to meet her tonight, so I invited his parents over for dinner. He hardly ate and kept looking at the clock. She was waiting somewhere, probably. I got the better of him, of them. I stretched the evening out. Each of the grandkids did a little skit for their grandparents. I thought he was going to hit me after they left, he was so furious. But Dan never hit anyone, not even our girls when they needed punishing. He stormed out of the house, but it was one a.m. and within ten minutes he was back. Guess she got tired waiting. Isn’t that too, too bad?







“That woman definitely didn’t love him. She’s sounds so awful, so hard and cold. No wonder he…” Amelia broke off and looked away.




“You can say it. No wonder he turned to me.”




“I didn’t mean that.” Amelia’s voice softened. “How did you meet him?”




Hannah sighed. No reason to be secretive about an event that was over twenty years old. “He was a patient at the chiropractor’s office where I worked. The doctor said his problems were stress related. I’m sure they were. It wasn’t a happy marriage, long before we met.”




They were silent for a time. Then Amelia’s chair scraped the wood floor as she rose to run the faucet for a glass of water. “Want some water, Hannah?”




“No, thanks. I still have coffee.” She lifted her cup and sipped.




The pipes in the sink gurgled even after Amelia returned to the table. “Problem there. I must remember to call the plumber.” In the stillness that followed the large hand of the clock over the refrigerator clicked as it landed on the half hour.




Hannah picked up the diary and began to read again. Grace leaned forward while Amelia sat back, one hand fingering the brochures that sat on the table.






What’s my life been all these years? I married too young, a man my father liked. I bore his children, nursed them through all their childhood diseases. What did Dan do? Slept through it all. When did he ever get up at night and help me with the kids? I don’t love him. I think he knew it was a mistake right from the start, but well, we’re Catholic. So why do I care if he’s having an affair? I do care. What if people find out? I’d be the laughingstock at the club, with my bridge club.”







There were many more pages along the same lines—fear of the affair becoming public knowledge, her anger at Dan, fights with Dan. And then an entry made after Dan’s untimely death, when a young man in a speedboat smashed into his boat on the lake and killed him.






It was a beautiful service, flowers everywhere. Everyone in church was so solicitous. Our daughters couldn’t stop crying. It was a shock, his dying like that. Why didn’t I feel devastated, like you’re supposed to when you lose a husband? Lord, it was stifling in that church. Father Tucker went on and on about Dan’s virtues. I sat there thinking, I’m free. Hannah may be miserable, but I am free. She wasn’t there. I would have recognized her. To hell with her. I’m free, and very rich.







“I hate her,” Hannah said. “I loved Dan so much. Reading this stuff brings it all back.”




“She’s a mean, cold woman.” Grace stood and rested her hands on Hannah’s shoulders. “It was a long time ago. You have a good life now. You have us, and work that you love, and Max.”




Hannah’s fist came down hard on the diary, denting the leather. “I don’t want Max. I don’t want any man, not ever again.”




“You don’t have to want him,” Amelia said. “You don’t have to live with him or sleep with him. All he wants is to marry you so he can leave you his property without your having to pay taxes on it when he dies.”




“Is that a reason to marry someone? Not to have to pay taxes? It sounds so ridiculous, his even asking me.”




“Max knows that,” Grace said. “His only son’s married an East Indian woman. You heard Zachary tell Max that he’s going to go into her father’s business in India and wants no part of anything his father has—not the land, or the dairy, or anything but one of his mother’s paintings. Max knows you’ll take care of his land. He knows that you’ll never let developers get their hands on it. Besides, I think he really cares for you, Hannah.”




“I don’t want to hear that, Grace. I don’t want to care about anyone. It’s so ridiculous when you think about it. I could die before he does,” Hannah said.




“If you die first, Hannah, he can change his will,” Amelia said. “It’s a loving thing he’s doing. He’s asking nothing from you, nothing, and giving you everything.”




“A loving thing? Well, I don’t want his love. Especially not his love. I never, ever want to love anyone and lose them again.”




“He hasn’t asked you to love him, has he?” Amelia asked. She shuffled the brochures. “Far as I can tell, he respects your independence and treasures your friendship. The way you two work together at Bella’s Park is pretty wonderful, I think. You function like partners.”




“That’s a blessing, working at something I love with someone I respect and admire.” A quirky little smile edged Hannah’s lips. “What am I making all this fuss about? Something like this”—she shoved the diary away from her—“arrives out of the blue and throws me off-kilter, but not for long.”




“What will you do with it?” Amelia asked.




Hannah shrugged.




“Will you acknowledge receiving it?” Grace asked.




“No,” Hannah replied. “There’s a return address in Santa Fe, New Mexico.” She shook her head vehemently. “No, I won’t contact his granddaughter, Alice. Enough of this! The diary will be out of my mind in a few days.” She reached for one of the travel catalogs that featured a gorgeous beach on its cover. “So what have we here, Amelia?”




Amelia spread the brochures out fanlike, and Hannah picked up one after the other. “This from Disney. Bunch of children running around. Not for me.” She tossed it back onto the table. “Don’t they offer a more adult, more focused cruise?”




“What’s a focused cruise?” Grace asked, picking up a brochure. “Gorgeous beach on this one.”




“A focused cruise is one where they offer lectures or classes on, say, investing, or music, or art,” Amelia said.




“I would like that,” Grace said. “Here’s one about a ship that cruises the Red Sea and offers classes in the archaeology of the area, or deep-sea diving, which they say is marvelous in the Red Sea. Wouldn’t that be fun?”




Hannah said, “Almost anything would be fun, except a typical ‘fun ship’ cruise with a lot of younger people partying.”




“Look at this one.” Amelia held open a catalog. “On this cruise a historian lectures on the history of the Virgin Islands.” She set it down and selected another. “Here’s a cruise that features the music of the big-band era, old movies, and lectures on the lives of Benny Goodman, Harry James, Glenn Miller, and the like.”




“I’d prefer a trip to Alaska,” Hannah said.




“Not this time of year,” Grace said. “Think about it, Hannah: The Caribbean might be perfect. It’s warm and, from these photos, very beautiful.”




Exhaustion, like a bulldozer, plowed into Hannah’s body. Never, in all the hours of work in her own garden or those at Bella’s Park, had she experienced such extreme mental and physical weariness. She could rationalize: The tragedies of September 11 had devastated her, broken her heart for people she did not know. Charles’s death had rubbed fresh grief into the wound. But most of all, the vitriolic writings of a woman scorned had disinterred Hannah’s guilt and the excruciatingly painful memories of the loss of Dan. A cruise seemed almost sacrilegious. But when Hannah, responding to Grace’s enthusiasm, closed




her eyes and imagined the warmth of a summer sun and endless blue ocean, it suddenly seemed appealing. Perhaps it was that she needed, after all: a surcease of responsibility, a time apart to reclaim her equilibrium. Hannah shoved the brochures toward Amelia. “You pick one—just not one of those party ships, please.”




Satisfied, Amelia shoved the brochures into a pile. “We could take a suite with a balcony for privacy when we want to sit outside.”




“That sounds nice, doesn’t it, Hannah?”




Too weary to argue, Hannah nodded.




“We need to make reservations soon, I imagine,” Grace said.




“We have to go in February,” Hannah said. “Laura’s baby’s due in March, and I have to be here for that.”




The pleasure Grace experienced when she thought of a new baby in her extended, surrogate family welled inside of her. Melissa Grace, Tyler’s little sister and a child she adored, would be two years old in the spring, and Emily had stated emphatically that she would not have another child. So Grace was almost as thrilled about Laura’s baby as Hannah was.




Amelia pushed back her chair.“Fantastique! I’ll take care of it tomorrow.” A Cheshire cat grin spread across her face as she walked from the room clutching the brochures. Pride throbbed in her breast. For the second time since the fire, her will had prevailed over Hannah’s and Grace’s. They would have settled for a smaller house, but she had refused to compromise and insisted that they rebuild the farmhouse. Now everyone was pleased with the changes they had incorporated: another bathroom upstairs, another bedroom, and a full bath downstairs. It had worked out wonderfully well, and so would this cruise. She would select a cruise that stopped at St. Thomas and St. John in the Virgin Islands. As she climbed the stairs, Amelia could feel the ocean breeze on her face, smell the salt air, taste it on her lips. Her excitement grew as she anticipated photographing in the islands.
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ASK ME NO QUESTIONS












“Something’s wrong, isn’t it, Hannah?” Max said.




Sitting behind the desk in her spacious, bright office at Bella’s Park, Hannah shook her head no.




“I know you well enough to know you’re stewing about something,” Max said. Sprawled on the love seat on the far wall of the room, he drank deeply from the beer he had taken from the under-the-counter refrigerator nearby. He smacked his lips, leaned forward, and set the beer on the coffee table beneath which his long legs had vanished.




“Nothing’s wrong,” she replied, looking away. “I’m tired. Look at all that’s happened. After almost a year, we finally move into our new house. We aren’t even settled when planes slam into the Twin Towers in New York. Then Charles gets desperately ill and Grace dashes up to Pennsylvania, where he dies practically in her arms.” She bit her lower lip and lifted her hands in a gesture of frustration. “Christmas wasn’t the same. It lacked vitality, don’t you think?”




“Considering it came so close to the funeral, I thought Christmas was fine. It was quiet, but that seemed appropriate.”




“Maybe it was because we had the holiday at Emily and Russell’s place instead of ours. And now Old Man doesn’t look well. He’s pale and more stooped than ever, and Lurina’s called Grace several times in the last few weeks to drive them to the doctor. Old Man refused to go, of course.”




“How old is he, ninety-three?”




“Something like that,” Hannah said.




“Imagine getting married when you’re in your eighties, as Lurina was, or nineties, like Old Man.” Max shook his head. “Just amazing.”




Outside, a shadow moved past her window and Hannah swung her chair around. Whoever it was, one of the workmen or her foreman, Tom, had disappeared. “I need to talk to Tom about the Rose Garden. Bare-root roses I ordered will arrive in March. The ground has to be prepared, dug down several feet, then compost and other amendments added.”




“What did you decide about the location?” Max asked.




“It came to me last night.” At four a.m, when she couldn’t sleep. “I decided on low, easy-to-climb, wide steps leading up from the slope beyond the herb garden to the woods. It faces south. We’ll lay out the rose beds on either side of the steps, but the steps have to be built first.”




“Just tell Tom what you want. That’s what a foreman’s for.” Max drew his legs back and sat up straight. “I worry about you. You work too hard. This was to be a fun job, remember?”




“Even when I love my work, and I surely love being director of gardens at Bella’s Park, I take it seriously.” She grinned at Max. “I’m not an old goof-off like you are.”




“Yeah,” he said, and returned her grin. He stood, downed the remainder of the beer, crushed the can in his hand, and tossed it into a wastebasket. “Life’s too short at our age to not goof off. You should do more if it. I’m happy to be able to turn most of the work of the dairy over to José. I’d close the place, sell off the herd, but José’s a good man, and he’s taken the dairy business to heart. He can run it without me.” He approached her desk and leaned on it, his long, muscular arms taut. “Which brings me to…when are we going to get married, Hannah, so I can change the deed into both our names and you can start bossing José around?”




Hannah looked away. His physical presence this close disturbed her, and she resented her body’s response to him. Theirs was a platonic relationship, nothing else.




Hannah understood that Max wanted to take care of legal matters. He was a man of action: Once a thing was decided, he acted on it, and she had been stalling, unwilling to set a wedding date. He insisted that his offer of marriage held no motive other than to make certain that his property would come to her tax-free. It must be




painful, she thought, that Zachary had so matter-of-factly—at the dinner table, with others present—rejected all that his father held dear. The younger man had simply informed his father, as one might remark about tomorrow’s weather report, that he intended to make his life in India, so very far away.




Max had assured Hannah that he expected nothing of her: no conjugal duties, no taking up residence in his house, no wifely responsibilities in running his home. Anna, José’s wife, handled his home and the cooking with ease. He professed no interest in her as a woman, and for a long time Hannah had laughed at his proposal and ignored it. Max had persisted, and finally Hannah agreed to marry him. She had not, however, set a date, and she could not do so now with Marion Britton’s dairy in her dresser drawer and Dan Britton haunting her dreams, her days, her work. The Caribbean cruise that Amelia had proposed became increasingly appealing.




“When I come back,” she said, forgetting that he had no idea she was going anywhere.




Max’s eyes widened; his eyebrows raised.




“Oh. Amelia proposed we take a Caribbean cruise, get away from things, sit in the sun.”




He stood straight and said not a word—merely looked at her.




Hannah saw the muscles tighten about his mouth, saw his eyes cloud, felt his hurt. She could hear the words he did not speak:A trip, a vacation, and you never said a word?




“When do you leave?” he asked.




“I haven’t the slightest idea. Amelia’s taking care of it.”




“We’ll miss you here,” he said, then turned and walked from the room.




Hannah opened a file drawer on the lower left section of her desk and closed it. She opened the top drawer of the desk, rummaged, selected nothing, and closed it. Never before had she found it impossible to concentrate on her work. Her mind felt jumbled. So much had happened in the last two years. Two years ago her younger daughter, Laura, had been conveyed to Asheville by hospital plane from the Caribbean, and then to Covington by ambulance, her leg in an ankle-to-thigh cast, her face a mess of stitches and bruises, the result of a hurricane that had killed her companion, Captain Marvin, and destroyed their ketch, their home.




Hannah closed her eyes. The emotions of that day were still raw, just below the surface—from the racing of her heart at the whine of the siren as the ambulance turned into their driveway to the fear she felt as youthful medics rolled a heavily sedated Laura into the house and shifted her from the gurney to the bed. No matter how estranged she had been from Laura, seeing her daughter suffer had ripped her heart wide open.




Hannah swung her chair around to face the window, then back again to face the wall, where two framed black-and-white photographs hung above the love seat. One was of a grizzled Appalachian man fishing, the other, a serene mountain woman quilting. Both were gifts from Amelia when Hannah moved into the office. It seemed so long ago now, but it wasn’t, really. Laura had been on the way to recovery. Hannah knew that she was often a bit short-tempered with Amelia, especially since the Lance episode, and she ought not to be. Amelia had been wonderful to Laura: kind, thoughtful, encouraging, understanding Laura’s pain and grief in ways that she and Grace had not. And now Amelia had proposed this cruise. They could use a holiday after such a long, worrisome period.




It occurred to Hannah then that perhaps she ought to have discussed her cruise with Max. After all, they worked together, were good friends, and even planned to be married. But no, it was more than that. A sense of obligation hunkered in the back of her mind, as if she owed him something and was failing to perform as expected. As who expected? Her mother?




“You take good care of your man,” her mother had said, “and he’ll take good care of you.” She would sit there sewing, turning Hannah’s father’s collars. “It’s never fifty-fifty in marriage. A woman ends up giving eighty percent if she wants a happy life.”




None of these clichés had been true of Hannah’s life with Bill Parrish. Had she given 100 percent, it would not have made Bill less abusive or less of an alcoholic. Hannah shoved the sense of obligation from her mind. She owed Max absolutely nothing and she liked it that way.




 




The annoyance Hannah felt toward Max resurfaced on Friday night, when he, Bob, and Mike routinely had dinner at the farmhouse. Tonight Grace experimented with a rich new recipe, Royal Chicken




Divan, layers of chicken and broccoli smothered in a creamy sauce flavored with curry. After dinner, when they had filled the dishwasher, Mike and Amelia left for his workshop in Weaverville.




“We’ve so much film to develop,” Mike said. “They’re clamoring for more of Amelia’s photographs in the New York gallery.”




“Slave driver,” Amelia chided, as they wrapped cashmere scarves about their necks and hastened out to Mike’s car.




Content to be with one another, Bob and Grace snuggled down in the love seat in the living room, while Hannah and Max settled into armchairs across from one another near the fireplace.




“So,” Bob said to Max. “The ladies are leaving us, going off to the Caribbean.”




“Sounds like a trip we could all use,” Max said.




Hannah’s heart sank. She didn’t want either of them along. She intended to wallow one last time in the diary before flinging it overboard. That done, Hannah anticipated having fun—plain old fun, with no obligations. After carefully reading the brochure, she could imagine long tables of marvelously delicious food. She would shop in St. Thomas, buy something she did not need. On board the ship, she would have her hair and nails done in the Salon de Marie. She would eat her fill at late-night buffets and enjoy the Las Vegas–type shows the brochure promised. She might even try her hand at poker. She’d been a good player, way back when. But most of all Hannah anticipated sitting on their private deck alone at night, listening to the deep, dark ocean roar with shock and outrage at encountering the strong, steel casing of their ship. There she would read through the diary one last time and then consign it to the depths.




Bob’s deep laugh pulled her back to their living room. “I think it’s great for the girls to get away. They’ll have a wonderful time. I vacationed on Saint John once, long ago. From the pictures in the brochure I wouldn’t know Cruz Bay. Now there are shops and stores where there was only sand and palm trees. I stayed at Caneel Bay, Rockerfeller’s resort. What a view, lying on the beach looking at Saint Thomas, twenty miles across the water. Great sunsets.” He turned to Grace. “Bring me back a jelly coconut.” He patted his stomach. “There’s nothing like a young nut right off the tree. They cut a hole at one end, and after you drink the coconut milk, they crack the nut in half and you scoop out the jelly, before it gets hard. Delicious.”




Bob licked his lips. “Be sure you have someone cut you a jelly coconut, Grace, honey.”




From his chair by the fireplace, Max said, “Hannah. Please, tell me what’s bothering you.”




Hannah’s body stiffened. For a moment she glared at him. “Ask me no questions.”




Max lifted both palms toward her. “Okay. Okay. No more questions.”




Her eyes softened. “Max, I’m sorry. It’s not anything I want to talk about right now. Perhaps later.”




Several minutes later, he yawned, then pulled his solid frame from the chair. “Guess I’ll be going home now—long day tomorrow.”




“What’s tomorrow? Isn’t it Saturday?” Hannah asked, rising to walk him to the door.




“Yes. I thought I told you. José and I are taking two truckloads of beef cattle down to Greenville. We leave at the crack of dawn and won’t get back until after dark.”




He had told her his plans, and they had passed right through her head. She had not given his schedule another thought. “Of course you told me.” They were at the front door. Hannah placed her hand lightly on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. Max. I’m a sour pickle these days.”




He kissed her cheek. “You have a lot on your mind. Wish you’d share it with me.”




“I do, yes. One day, maybe—just not now.” She stepped back.




He took his cue and departed.




Hannah watched Max stride down their driveway and cross the road. In his yard he stopped for a moment to touch the bark of a dogwood, pulling a branch down close to his face, perhaps inspecting it in the light of the streetlamp for those darling buds of May that Shakespeare wrote of—only it was January and not May. Max loved spring and spring flowers, especially white dogwoods.




Some things, Hannah thought as she watched him, are too private to speak of. Was it because of Dan that she had memorized every line of Max’s face, the shape of his lips, the color of his hair and eyes? She would recognize his walk—long strides, feet planted solidly and with confidence—anywhere. Had Dan’s hair been blond or a light sandy brown? How had he walked? What had his voice sounded like? How could she have loved Dan so deeply and not remember all




those things about him?Fool , she told herself.Without a picture you expect to remember after so many years?




One foot poised before the other, Hannah nearly stumbled as she headed back to the living room. “No,” she said aloud.




“No what?” Grace asked from the living room.




Hannah pretended not to hear. “I’m going upstairs. Have some things to do. Night to you both.”




“So early?” Grace called, her voice plaintive, but Hannah knew that Bob and Grace enjoyed sitting alone, talking, if he intended to go home to his apartment or necking like teenagers before going up to her bedroom.
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CLAY FEET












The cruise they chose offered fantastically low rates for a suite: twin beds plus a convertible couch and a private balcony. The ship boasted a game and shopping arcade, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, a casino, Las Vegas–type nightclubs, a historian speaking on the American Virgin Islands, and more. In their price range, the suite shown in the brochure looked like a pleasant motel room—not elegant, but quite comfortable. Pictures of the ship’s public rooms and lounges enticed with their elegance. Glass elevators rose the height of the four-story atrium that glittered with faux-gold columns, glass walls, and Persian carpets. Well-appointed dining rooms promised sumptuous meals in a relaxed atmosphere.




Grace took the brochure to her room to plan her wardrobe for the trip. She puttered about her room checking her closet and drawers for summer clothing, wishing that she had packed things away in a more orderly fashion last fall after moving back to the farmhouse.




In a bottom dresser drawer she found lightweight slacks rolled up and shoved in there in haste. They needed ironing, which she hated doing, and she couldn’t for the life of her find her short-sleeved summer blouses. Where were that nice plaid and the solid blue? They had to be somewhere.




A car door slammed in the yard below. Grace paid no attention to the front door closing and the steps that followed up the stairs, and was unprepared for Tyler when he strode into her room, walked over to her, and kissed her cheek.




“Granny Grace, Dad said I should talk to you.”




“Why, Tyler, dear? Why should you talk to me?” She closed her dresser drawer.




“Dad says you’re the only one I’ll listen to.”




“Talk about what, Tyler?”




At thirteen and a half, he stood tall—taller than her five feet two inches. Taking her hand, he led her to her rocking chair by the window. “You sit down,” he said.




She sat. “It sounds serious.”




Tyler flopped on the edge of her bed. His face clouded, and he clasped and unclasped his hands, and shuffled his feet back and forth against the carpet. “It’s about Melissa.”




Grace adored Melissa, and it showed. She guessed that Tyler, young as he was, would measure his words.




“You know that Emily’s opening her own law office in Mars Hill, and we’re hunting for a house closer to Covington, right?”




“Right.”




“Well. It’s taking more of her time than Emily expected, and she and Dad want me to babysit Melissa every day after school and sometimes on Saturdays. Why should I have to do that? Melissa’s in day care when I’m in school, then I’m out of school and I’m supposed to come home and watch her?” His face flushed, and tears welled in the corners of his eyes. “I have a life: basketball, friends, homework. You can’t concentrate on homework with a little kid pestering you. So…” He squared his shoulders and stopped shuffling his feet. “…I won’t do it.”




His eyes pleaded for her approval, her understanding. “Dad and Emily had a big fight over this. She cried. Anyhow, Dad says I have a responsibility to my little sister, and I have to do it. Why should I do it? I didn’t ask him to marry Emily or have a baby. It’s not my job.”




Grace reached for his hand, and he let her draw him to her and place her arm about his waist.




“What am I gonna do, Granny Grace?”




“We’re going to start by going down to the kitchen and having a nice cup of hot cocoa and some cookies. Putting something warm in your stomach helps a person think better.” As they crossed the room, Grace closed her closet doors. Had she given those blouses to Goodwill by mistake?




With Tyler lagging a trifle behind her, Grace proceeded down the




stairs to the kitchen. Tyler sat at the kitchen table and watched her perform the familiar ritual of making cocoa and filling a plate of cookies from the big round tin with the flowers on it. Under the spell of familiar satisfactions, his hands relaxed; his feet grew still. When Grace turned to pour the cocoa into cups, he automatically reached for a cookie. He sipped his cocoa. “I love your sugar cookies ’cause they’re thin and crispy and they’re not coated with sugar. I hate those fat sugared ones they sell in stores.” He munched a cookie for a while, then mumbled, “So, what am I gonna do?”




“Sounds like your whole family’s struggling with changing circumstances. Seems to me there’s a need for understanding and compromise here.”




“Granny Grace, I really like it that you don’t talk down to me. I appreciate that, I really do.”




“Why should I talk down to you? You’re growing into a fine young man, and I’m proud of you.” She smiled. “Now, this is what I’m thinking. You might want to sit down with Emily and your father and tell them that you understand the situation is in flux with Emily’s change of job and finding a new house and everything, and tell them how much homework you have and what your after-school commitments are. You have basketball practice, don’t you?”




Tyler nodded, his mouth full of cocoa.




“You could prepare a schedule for them to consider: days you can take care of Melissa, days you have basketball practice. And you might round up some friends from school—get their phone numbers—who might like to babysit for a few hours several times a week. That way, you help yourself and your folks.”




He considered her proposal. Dad was right; Granny Grace was the one to talk to. “I could do that,” he said. “You think they’ll listen to me?”




“I don’t see why not. Emily’s a lawyer. She’s used to hearing different sides of an argument. I imagine she’s done her fair share of compromising.”




“Dad’s the one who’s bullheaded.”




Grace clasped her hands on the table. “The thing about parents, Tyler, love, is that when we’re young, we put them on a pedestal. They can do no wrong. Then, as we get older, we see their flaws, and we get angry at them.”




He reached for another cookie. “So?”




“So the best thing for you to do from here on is to realize that no one—not you, or your dad, or Emily, or anyone—is perfect. Some of us are stubborn, or self-centered, or talk too much or too little, or are never on time, or are obsessively punctual—you know what I mean.”




“Okay, I get the point. So what?”




“You have to learn to accept the good and the bad about your dad, and work with it. Now your father tends to like things as they are, so he’s not in a hurry to say yes. When you present him with something new, you have to give him time to consider it. I tend to step back, to hesitate, so I understand how your father reacts. But I believe Russell’s a reasonable man who can be persuaded.”




“Like you can be?”




“Yes, you could say that.” She smiled.




“Emily can get anything she wants out of him, and I bet it’s gonna be like that with Melissa, too. Little as she is, when she starts screaming, everyone hops to.”




“Do I detect a tinge of jealousy?” Grace’s voice revealed no hint of disapproval.




He bit his lower lip and looked away. “I guess so. A little. A detective I once watched on TV in some old black-and-white show said, ‘Just the facts, ma’am.’ You remind me of that detective, Granny Grace.” He giggled. “Just the facts, ma’am.”




“Where have I heard that?” she asked.




“Sergeant Friday, maybe. Not sure, but on TV. You reminded me of him.” Tyler giggled, lowered his voice, and scowled. “Just the facts, ma’am.” Then his eyes grew worried. “I didn’t mean to insult you, Granny Grace. I appreciate the fact…” He covered his mouth with his hand and his shoulders shook with laughter. “…that you’re so matter-of-fact about things.” He punched the air with a loosely clenched fist. “You tell it like it is.”




She laughed with him. “I try to. What do you think about my proposal?”




“Cool,” Tyler replied. “Thanks.” He leaned out of his chair to take three or four cookies.




Grace pushed the plate closer to him, then watched him hurry to the phone and call his father.




“Dad, Granny Grace and me have had our talk. Come get me, okay?”




Granny Grace and I. She wanted to correct his language, but decided this was not the time. Grace’s stomach growled. Lord, how her mouth watered for some of those cookies. Her hand slipped closer to the plate. With determination, she pulled it back. She had to remember her diabetes, that cursed disease that had come upon her out of the blue, the disease she had chosen to ignore for a year, until her toes began to sting and burn at night, even at the touch of the lightest sheet. “Neuropathy,” the doctor said it was, from the diabetes. That her body had betrayed her this way angered her, but adding sugar to her system couldn’t make it better. Grace rose and returned the remaining cookies to the big tin box and shoved the box into the cupboard.




She and Tyler put their coats on and moved outside, where the sun warmed a corner of the porch. They didn’t talk much, and as she rocked, Grace ruminated that she could have offered to keep Melissa after school. But much as she loved the little girl, she didn’t have the energy to run after an active child five afternoons a week. One day a week, perhaps, but not every afternoon.




Grace began to feel guilty for not babysitting Melissa and not relieving Tyler of this burden. What if Roger had not been gay and he had married and Melissa were his child, her own flesh and blood—would she feel differently?No . She would have loved a child of Roger’s as much as she did Melissa, but she would still not spend her afternoons wearing herself out with an active toddler. What if she had never left Dentry? Back then she hadn’t been good at saying no. She probably would have denied her own needs and said yes. Bless Hannah and Amelia. They had taught her to value herself, to take care of herself, and to put her own needs on a par with the needs of others.




She glanced over at Tyler, rocking Amelia’s chair at three times the speed with which she rocked. Youth. All that frenetic energy. Bless him. He was right about Melissa being spoiled. That adorable little face was something to be reckoned with—big blue eyes, dimples when she smiled. Who could blame Tyler for being jealous?




Grace stopped her chair, leaned over, and patted Tyler’s shoulder. “You’re a dear young man, Tyler, and I love you. You know that, don’t you?”




His grin warmed her heart. “Sure do, Granny Grace. And I love you, too.”
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