














Praise for The Sound of Wings


“Vividly written, with characters the reader will come to love as friends, The Sound of Wings is a compelling debut novel of great emotional depth. Highly recommended!”


—Loretta Nyhan, author of All the Good Parts and The Other Family


“Grab a cup of tea, curl up on the couch, and get ready to get lost in Suzanne Simonetti’s charming and heartfelt debut. Can’t wait for the next book by this talented author!”


—Terry Lynn Thomas, USA TODAY best-selling author of The Betrayal


“A lyrical debut reminding us that behind every polished exterior there can be secrets and hidden truths. The women at the heart of this story transform as they battle demons, from the ones existing in real life to the ones they carry within. Through the passages of time and self-discovery, they form an unlikely alliance that brings them to a place of healing and growth.”


—Tammy Hetrick, author of Stella Rose


“In The Sound of Wings, Suzanne Simonetti weaves together the stories of three women and their unusual bonds, which grow as they each confront their pasts and the secrets they keep from the ones they treasure most. You don’t want to miss this heartfelt tale of love, sacrifice, and friendship! Beautifully written—and that cover! Put it on your list today.”


—Gina Heron, author of Buried Beneath the Lies and What’s Left Between Us
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For Joe:


You will always hold the other key to me.


It’s in your hands, my love.


It always was.
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Prologue

Goldie



CAPE MAY, NEW JERSEY, 2011


He’s back again.


Goldie shivered. The sun dipped beneath the treetops, curtaining the air with a chill. She wrapped her cardigan tight around, crossed the threshold of the rickety gate, and entered the butterfly garden. She ambled her way through verbena, aster, and clover, pausing just long enough to inhale the sweet scent of the Joe Pye weed.


And then . . . she could smell the scotch. Like a hard pinch to the nose.


Simon.


Goldie’s husband had been gone for thirty years, yet somehow, his scent grew ever stronger. Lately, she wondered if it was just her weary and aging mind playing tricks. But no. He seemed so real. She could feel him, smell him. Why now? Why was he back?


Look.


Goldie spotted the monarch right away. Patrick. Her precious father-in-law. He loved her more than he loved anyone else—even more than his own son. Simon knew it. And he hated Goldie for that. Hated them both for all the hours they toiled away in their butterfly garden—their own special place, where they shared dreams, stories, laughter while troweling the earth. Recently, she found herself retreating there if only to feel Patrick’s warmth. His love. And what she felt she needed more than ever: his protection.


As she continued her walk, Goldie’s vision slipped back out of focus. The butterfly garden became a blur. Her head was foggy, her thoughts random. When was the last time she had a good cry? She was out of tears. It had been four decades since she watched Patrick take his last breath. Goldie became awash in a fresh wave of sadness. A longing for what was. For what she once had. She knew there was a sense of freedom to be had in succumbing to such anguish. Sitting in the eye of your pain as it draws you down onto hands and knees. A healthy episode of unabashed bawling when your spirit feels as though it may just split in two. Over time, sorrow that has been silenced for too long eventually infects even the good parts—Goldie could see that now.


He called her Little Birdie for her maiden name, Sparrows. Even amidst a crowded room, Patrick made her feel as though she were the only one who existed. Goldie had lost her own father the year after he returned from combat in World War II (which coincided with her birth). Growing up without a father affected her in ways she would never fully comprehend, no matter how long she lived. She yearned for the love she’d seen her friends receive from their own dads. As a child, she would watch families at the park or at the diner and fantasize about joining the pack. How it must feel to have a complete family with both parents standing by. Her mother was old-fashioned. Widows did not remarry in those days. Goldie never spoke of it, but she longed for her mother to meet someone. Someone who could take her to the roller rink, bowling, to a drive-in movie.


Years later, a stroke of good fortune had brought Simon Knight into her path. She thought of him as her well-to-do, strikingly handsome “Knight” in shining armor with a degree in business administration who, serendipitously, came with Patrick: the most caring and lovable father imaginable. When the time came for Simon and Goldie to wed, it was Patrick who escorted her down the aisle. She was bound to Patrick by law—not by blood. However, that did not prevent him from taking her by the arm and featuring her in front of his fellow board members of the Duke University Medical Center. He introduced her as “my daughter.” Overcome by the gesture, Goldie never paid any mind to the perplexing glances or hushed voices as she passed by: “A daughter? I thought Dr. Knight only had the one boy.”


Patrick taught her that a group of butterflies was called a kaleidoscope. Goldie thought it magical how he was able to command the attention of so many colorful creatures who seemed to trust him, know him, longing to be near him as much as she did.


“Remember to look for the monarchs.”


They both loved the monarchs with their bright orange hues and black piping like a spider’s web.


“In many countries around the world, they believe that butterflies are, in fact, departed souls,” Patrick had told her. “The butterfly represents the soul’s freedom upon death. In ancient Greece, the word for butterfly is psyche, which means soul. The Greeks believe butterflies are the souls of people who have passed away.


“Same thing is true in Russia, where their word for butterflies is dushuchka, derived from the word dusha, meaning soul. In Mexico, there is a small town where monarchs migrate every year. It happens to coincide with a Mexican holiday known as the Day of the Dead. The town celebrates the butterflies because they believe they are the souls of the deceased returning.”


Goldie’s eyes would widen, encouraging him to continue.


“The Irish believe butterflies to be the souls of the dead waiting to pass through purgatory.”


As she walked the length of the garden, she could hear him, now.


“The brushfoots are back!”


The two spent an inordinate amount of time together on their own in the elaborate six-bedroom home Patrick had gifted the young couple for their wedding. With Simon struggling to make a name for himself as an accountant, he would leave well before dawn to tackle his one-hour commute to Virginia Beach and return long after suppertime, leaving his father and wife to their own devices. Goldie would spend the day in her home studio throwing pottery to be auctioned off at the church raffle and for sale at the local craft shop in town. Semi-retired Patrick would spend his mornings puttering around in his vegetable garden and following up on conference calls with fellow board members. Come midday, they would meet for lunch on the veranda to swap progress reports over a medley of fresh garden greens from Patrick’s harvest and Goldie’s tuna noodle casserole. She had acquired all sorts of knowledge being Patrick’s sole companion, from everyday tasks like how to write a check to the proper way to arrange pocket cash.


“It’s imperative to keep the small bills on the outside of the stack to camouflage the ol’ Grants and Franklins at the center,” he told her. “Although a person should never pull out his money for counting in front of onlookers. That would be in poor taste.”


Sometimes Patrick’s lessons were more sage in nature, and Goldie would tuck them into the figurative vault for safekeeping. He prided himself on knowing how to skillfully identify a liar behind an artificial smile and unctuous demeanor. He surreptitiously pointed out one of his fellow board members who had been known to skip out on his wife. He shifted on his feet, with a wily grin and darting eyes at every female who crossed his path.


“It’s in the eyes, Little Birdie. The eyes will reveal all. But first, you must be willing to see.”


For years, Goldie grappled with an unidentifiable hole. It wasn’t until meeting Patrick that she knew what she had been missing. In his presence, she found peace. Sitting by his side, she felt comfort. Hearing his stories and pranks from yesteryear brought her giddiness and joy, like spending time with an old best friend. Learning from his great wisdom, Goldie discovered new things about herself and the world. She had finally understood what it meant for a young girl to bask in the shiny moonbeams of a father’s love, strength, and utter devotion.


Meeting Patrick was a rare and precious gift, one that she cherished with every breath she took. But he was long gone. And with him, all the love he gave had been taken away. Stripped from her like clothing from a baby’s back. What had she done to deserve such pain? Was this punishment for loving too much? Feeling too much? Why? Why was Patrick taken from this earth, where he was so hopelessly loved and desperately needed by Goldie? He always felt more like family than any other person she’d ever known—including his son, her own husband.


Right before he closed his eyes for the last time, he squeezed her hand.


“Remember to look for the monarchs, Little Birdie.”


And just like that, Patrick had left her. The father to whom she should have been born. Torrents of excruciating pain coursed through her as the sorrow she carried in her heart manifested in her body.


With the lack of sunlight, her vision was particularly uncooperative as the pathway and nearby objects fogged over. Goldie ascended the uneven stairs, taking careful, deliberate footsteps. Upon reaching the landing, she was struck hard and fast by the wafting scent of scotch.


Simon.


The heavy front door squeaked as it swung shut. Goldie secured the deadbolt and pressed her back up against the smooth pine. Her heart thumped against her ribcage. She took a moment to catch her breath. All she could hear was the sound of her loafer ticking against the floor.


Why now, Simon? Why are you back?
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1

Jocelyn



CAPE MAY, NEW JERSEY, JULY 2012


For the first time in her life, Jocelyn found herself wishing the days of summer would pass swiftly. Willing any such time away wasn’t common practice for a writer with an encroaching deadline, but she was a mother first, and there was nothing more unnatural or jarring than being separated from her child for an entire summer. Her baby. William James. Her darling little Billy goat, as she’d been calling him since the day of his birth six years earlier. Billy was visiting his father, Trevor, at the summer home he shared with his wife, Hannah, and their five-year-old twins in Ocean City, Maryland.


Reaching for a tissue, Jocelyn caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored picture frame that held a photograph of Billy dressed in his miniature tuxedo and red bow tie: the world’s most precious ring bearer. She had been adamant about including him in all aspects of her wedding to Bruce Anderson just seven weeks earlier. From the time she was a schoolgirl, she could picture herself shining as the bride, sailing through the air and waving to the crowd as if from a float in the Thanksgiving Day parade. But on that day, it was Billy who stole the show and the hearts of nearly every person in the room as he marched up to the dance floor during the best man’s toast. Bruce’s best friend, Craig Green, raised his glass and noticed Billy, who had managed to hoist himself up onto his toes, reaching for the microphone.


“You got something to say there, little buddy? The floor is all yours.” Craig placed an encouraging hand on the back of Billy’s collar and lowered the microphone to his mouth.


“My name is Billy Stevens. And my mommy is the most beautiful bride in the whole world.”


The raucous sounds of tipsy guests gushing with delight filled the room. Craig smirked, nodded toward Jocelyn, and raised a palm to hush the crowd.


“She reads me lots of stories before bedtime and plays lots of fun games with me like Candy Land and puzzles and hopscotch, and she also lets me eat cookies on school nights . . . but only sometimes. I love you . . . BYE!”


Off Billy ran, back across the dance floor to reposition himself in front of the ice sculpture at the vodka station. A moment later, Jocelyn felt Bruce cradle the side of her face: a strong but gentle hand calloused from years of building homes. He leaned in and planted a tender kiss on her cheek. A loving husband and a son. Her two men: one big, one small.


But there was another man in her life. One that she would always have to contend with, and that was Trevor. The day he retrieved Billy for the summer, it felt as though she’d had a limb severed from her body, but Jocelyn was in no position to protest. Their custody arrangement had been more than reasonable and agreed upon from the start: they shared joint legal custody, while Jocelyn maintained physical custody. With the full year of wedding plans and family outings, she had monopolized Billy. They both knew it. As the spring ended, Trevor approached her with the idea of taking Billy for the summer. He would enjoy all the sun and sand he could stomach in Ocean City and get to spend time with his half siblings as well as Grandma and Grandpa Stevens in a seven-week-long itinerary that would include all sorts of excursions and family gatherings in the northeast corner.


Billy loved spending time with his daddy. And Trevor’s wife, Hannah, couldn’t be sweeter or more jolly if she were dipped in chocolate and covered in crushed candy cane. The first time they met, Hannah pressed her palms together and bowed. She was wearing a gold-and-black kimono jacket with crimson clam diggers and shiny ballet flats. You’d think she was Asian, yet her dirty blonde hair and grass-green eyes showed every bit of her Caucasian-ness. Trevor told her Hannah was from a mixed background—her late mother an Ashkenazi Jew, her father Christian, neither practicing—so Hannah’s sense of religion was somewhat watered-down, if not nonexistent. In their brief exchange, she more or less told Jocelyn her religion was yoga. Jocelyn didn’t care if she worshipped the Maharishi, so long as she didn’t take drugs and was able to properly care for Billy. As Jocelyn later learned, Hannah Stevens raised the bar and then some, far exceeding all her motherly expectations.


Hannah was the type of woman who turned child-rearing into a sport. Jocelyn would never forget the time Billy had returned from a weekend visit at Trevor’s. He kept haranguing Jocelyn for a cinnamon castle made of Belgian waffles. Where does one find a batter mold for such a feat? She could only imagine how many new incredible meals and crafty projects Billy would be exposed to after spending an entire summer with this woman. Jocelyn wasn’t crafty. She was a writer through and through. Her cool ideas were only super neat in theory. When she tried to sketch a tree, it wound up looking like a Tootsie Pop. It was near impossible to feel anything other than second best around a mother like Hannah. How was one to compete with that? Of course, Jocelyn knew better than to compare herself to anyone, be it other mothers or other writers. And yet she just couldn’t help herself. Every new person held a new benchmark, a new level of achievement to which she had to aspire. She was worlds from where she thought she’d be as a writer at this stage. But then, she hadn’t been banking on all the changes to her plans, sketchy as they may have been back then.


All it took was one booze-soaked foolish night of unbridled lust to alter the trajectory of her life. Her dealings with Trevor were steamy at first, albeit devoid of any sort of real love. Their tryst was short-lived, ending before it started in many ways. Despite her reckless behavior, she had escaped with her little Billy goat, so there were no regrets. She had always known she’d become a mommy one day and quickly learned to ignore the reproachful glances and whispers from the older, more pious members of her family, who would never warm to observing their responsible, straight-A, English-lit-grad-turned-published-author give birth to a son out of wedlock. Jocelyn liked to look at the brighter side of things and knew so long as she had to be tied to an ex-lover for the rest of her life, there were far worse options than Trevor Stevens. He had come from good stock, after all, and negotiating on behalf of Billy’s best interests was of the utmost importance to both Jocelyn and Trevor. And yet she could not free herself from the off-handed remark he had made about wishing for more time with Billy and the possible need to reassess their custody arrangements. As a writer of fiction, her imagination took her to all sorts of dark corners. Was Trevor just teasing—or was there more to that?


Jocelyn’s debut was released the year before she had Billy. In addition to a handful of scathing reviews—one-dimensional characters, convoluted storyline—she also received high praise—compelling plot, unforeseen twists—and encouraging feedback from a few reputable book critics. So while her story about four lifelong best girlfriends fumbling their way through post-college life didn’t make it onto any of the bestseller lists, Jocelyn had made a decent amount of connections and earned support from the literary crowd, and now there was buzz and anticipation over her second release.


In the months before her wedding, she sent her literary agent, Jeannie Ball, an outline and one hundred pages for her next novel. Jeannie had secured a second book deal with the publisher, and Jocelyn needed to turn in a completed manuscript by the end of August in order to receive the second installment of her advance.


Jeannie had a convivial, welcoming air about her, and Jocelyn couldn’t have landed a more fitting agent to champion her work. Jeannie was also a Virgo, fastidious by nature. She didn’t take deadlines lightly. All Jocelyn needed was a strict daily schedule that she could follow. And she would.


She sat staring at the words on her laptop, lost in thought. Much as she needed to be working, she could not spend one more second at her desk, where she hadn’t accomplished a thing all morning. She headed for Billy’s room, curling her body around the oversized dolphin on his bed. It had been a gift from a family friend and the first stuffed animal in his nursery. It was torn and tattered from years of use and being dragged to the park, but held the lingering scents of her sweet boy: a homey combination of baby shampoo and graham cracker crumbs she allowed him to sneak into bed during story time. She stared up at the glow-in-the-dark stickers peeling from the ceiling and walls. At night, Billy’s room looked like the bottom of the ocean: an oasis full of seahorses, octopus, jellyfish. He was fascinated with sea creatures, wishing to be fully immersed in the underwater world. Jocelyn was sure to foster his interest and love for the deep blue. By the time Billy turned three, she got a better handle on juggling her role as mom and writer and penned a children’s series about sea animals.


Standing in front of the tall dresser, she trailed a loving finger across the row of children’s books bearing her own name in block letters across the bindings. Billy cherished the series, named Adventures and Friends by the Seashore.


For the past three mornings, her ritual hadn’t faltered: waking to the sound of the harp at five on Bruce’s iPhone; sharing a cup of coffee on the front porch with her new husband; listening with enthusiasm to the details of his latest home construction; making a show of gathering her writing materials; waiting for the sound of Bruce’s truck to turn the corner onto Pittsburgh Avenue; heading straight for Billy’s room to catapult herself onto the bed and subsequently weep into his pillow.


Jocelyn didn’t want to bog him down with her strife. Men were different animals. Bruce didn’t have any children of his own from his first, short-lived marriage. He’d grown up never knowing who his father was. His late mother, Daisy, was a bit of a free spirit and never shared the details of what happened to Bruce’s dad. Jocelyn figured Daisy had wound up pregnant by some random stoner musician breezing through town back in the seventies, but she dared not share such sentiments with her husband.


Determined to make something of his life, Bruce put all the youthful energy of his twenties into building his contracting business for home construction, turning himself into one of the most formidable bidders on Cape Island. Jocelyn was fortunate to have found Bruce on his way up. His ambition inspired her to focus on her own endeavors and bring what she could to the table, like the pending second payment on her advance. Her husband worked hard, and her family was relying on that money. Bruce had been pulling his weight for their family, and Jocelyn needed to collaborate in this effort.


By sheer will, she peeled herself from Billy’s comforter to spend the afternoon testing out a few new recipes for the charity event she was throwing the following Saturday night at their home to raise money for the homeless mission. In addition to some of the town’s most prominent business owners, she’d encouraged Bruce to invite all of his clients—past, present, prospective. His business was thriving, and he and the crew had just completed their crowning achievement: a six-thousand-square-foot harbor-front home with three main decks on each level, two porches coming off the master and guest suites, and a wrought-iron spiral widow’s walk leading to a crow’s nest situated at the top of the house. The construction served up a panoramic view of the Cape May Harbor. To the left, the fleet of commercial fishing boats stationed at Fisherman’s Wharf at the Lobster House. To the right, the US Coast Guard training base. The owner of this masterpiece was Abe Axelrod, Esquire—a criminal defense attorney from Maryland—and his new wife, Krystal. It was only a three-minute walk from Jocelyn and Bruce’s twenty-two-hundred-square-foot attached home on the next block over. Bruce adored Abe, who paid him handsomely for the project, which took two years to complete from the first day they broke ground to the moment the last doorknob handle had been installed.


Jocelyn needed to rally her laser-beam focus now more than ever and had her sights set on only three things: her deadline, the charity event, and making it through the summer without Billy while maintaining some semblance of sanity.


I think I can, I think I can . . .


Only the mother of a six-year-old boy would unwittingly channel the will of the little engine that could.


Whatever it takes, she thought.


She sat at her computer, fingers resting on the keyboard, reviewing what she had written the day before.


“She was losing him. . . .”


Jocelyn thought of Trevor’s flippant remark about custody. A chill ran through her as she recognized with startling clarity how pep talks from protagonists were woven into her story to foreshadow what would likely follow later in the plot—the hero’s tragedy.
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2

Krystal



Sighing in disgust, Krystal pushed herself back from her vanity, rising from the cushioned satin chair. She smoothed her palms down her expertly waxed thighs and turned to inspect her posterior in the full-length mirror. Krystal’s self-approval was reliant on her current state of mind, and discovering a patch of grey hair just moments before such an inspection did not bode well. Instantly, she felt flabby, her skin saggy, and she vowed to do a few extra sets with her hand weights the next morning while tacking an additional mile on to her run.


What was the purpose of a magnifying mirror? To punish girls who obsessed? Krystal bristled at her choice of words. Women. Not girls. Surely, her female counterparts saw themselves in a worthier light by the age of forty-four. A vision blossomed: on her next beach run, she would smash the mirror up against the jetty, allowing its broken parts to be carried off by the tide. These judgments pervaded her mind while she scorned the stark white hairs sprouting from the edge of her blond hairline. She hadn’t noticed them earlier that day, but this magnifier was like a curious child or elderly relative, always willing to point out the unbidden and painful truth.


Krystal entered the massive walk-in closet attached to her brand-new bedroom. She paused to marvel at the massive space with its endless rows of gowns and clothing, shelves stuffed with shoes and purses, climbing thirteen feet to the ceiling next to the remote-controlled skylight. She gazed at the designer labels, still unable to comprehend how such fancy brand names had found a home in her closet: Valentino, Prada, Fendi. Oddly, she preferred to stick with what had always worked for her and seemed to recycle six articles of clothing into different combinations. She had certainly come a long way from the Villas, living in a shoddy two-bedroom cape infested with pests. Krystal’s late father would have been able to park his clunky old flatbed Chevy in her new closet. She could only imagine what her parents would think of their daughter living with such spoils.


“Just who do you think you are? Some silly princess of England or something?” She could almost feel her dead mother’s wrath, see the lit cigarette dangling from the corner of her scowling mouth.


Her father’s disdain would have been directed at Abe, Krystal’s husband. Her father had always abhorred men with money.


“Mr. Big Shot Fancy Pants,” he would have said. Krystal was almost glad he hadn’t lived long enough to have the opportunity to snicker at Abe with his polished Italian shoes, pressed silk shirts, and gold rope chain, featuring a Star of David.


Krystal’s father was a simple man who hadn’t sought anything more than what he considered to be essentials: beer, cigarettes, tins of beef jerky, and a roof over his head. He’d worn the same construction boots for thirty-five years, which he repaired like a patchwork quilt with gobs of silver construction tape. As the existing tape became frayed, he’d replace it with fresh pieces.


Naturally, her father’s philosophy on finances and what he considered fitting apparel had extended to his wife and daughter. Krystal’s mother lamented over the lack of personal items and money, blaming everything from the expense of having to raise Krystal to her lazy husband to the government to the neighbors. Other than her everyday sneakers, Krystal was permitted two extra pairs of footwear: her Sunday dress shoes and a sturdy pair of flip-flops for the warmer months.


When Krystal was a child, her mother had a way of spewing venom and making her feel guilty for everything, including her natural-born beauty. She always felt as though the stork had dropped her on her parents’ porch from some foreign land, as she hardly resembled the two people who had supposedly created her. Often compared to a young Marilyn Monroe, Krystal was buxom and shapely. She was bubbly, naturally blonde, and loved to laugh—a stark contrast to her mother’s concave chest, hunched posture, mealy brown bob, and general air of malcontent.


It wasn’t until Krystal was old enough to secure a babysitting job that she could buy herself a few new pieces of clothing. Where most parents encouraged their kids to find part-time work, Krystal’s mom was plagued with resentment for not only her daughter’s uncontrolled, blossoming independence but her ability to make her own money. More often than not, her mother would fall victim to a series of harrowing and debilitating headaches, rendering her unable to drive Krystal to her after-school jobs.


It had taken years of therapy for Krystal to identify how her mother’s anger and jealousy were mere reflections of her unfulfilled, dissatisfied existence. While in therapy, she had noticed a quote by Vietnamese philosopher Thich Nhat Hanh on the wall that resonated ever so strongly for her: People have a hard time letting go of their suffering. Out of fear of the unknown, they prefer suffering that is familiar.


Her mother was attached to the miserable life she had created with Krystal’s father. It had all become so clear long after her parents died.


Lightly touching a pale pink blouse, she contemplated what to wear for the charity event next Saturday night at the Andersons’. Bruce Anderson had designed and built their dream home. For the last several weeks, he would sheepishly call Krystal, asking for permission to bring potential clients to their home. Krystal hadn’t minded. She quite liked seeing the reaction on strangers’ faces as they examined the all-glass walk-in refrigerator with its rainbow of fresh produce, and the wine bar built into the oblong granite island with seating for ten. Holding the blouse against her complexion, Krystal knew immediately mauve wasn’t a flattering color on her, as it clashed with her bronze tan and platinum hair.


The day before, she had attended a ladies luncheon at the yacht club. Abe had been encouraging her to get involved with charities and mingle with the other women from this circle.


“Why wouldn’t they all want to make friends with the most precious creature around?”


Abe’s blind adoration of Krystal was sweet to a fault. Like many men, he couldn’t grasp the tricky dynamics among women and how catty they could be to newcomers. Krystal tried desperately to fit in, but she stuck out like a poppyseed jammed between two front teeth. The other ladies didn’t seem to know what to make of her. She was determined to keep trying until she befriended at least one of the women. In her heart, she felt as though she was letting Abe down if she wasn’t accepted by the crowd. He hadn’t known it, but the whole proposition dredged up a heap of uncomfortable memories of high school that haunted her still.


Krystal Boors is such a whore, those hateful girls would chant. All because she had slurped two wine coolers and let Ricky Kramer feel her up in the basement of his friend’s house during the Super Bowl. Had she known that rumors would fly like hornets in a school full of hormonal, jerky teens, she would have been more careful in her decisions. It irked her that their words bothered her even now. She once cried to Abe about it, how cruel the kids could be, how jealous the other girls were of the attention she received from boys, and how even after all these years, their words had never left her. He reminded her that people only had the power over you that you gave them and that most of those girls were insecure around the prettier ones.


“Come on now, sweetheart. High school is long over,” Abe had said, casually.


While he never had anything but the best intentions, Krystal still felt like a fool.


“And how is the queen of Cape May Island?”


Abe entered the closet, placing a large hand on her bare shoulder and covering her neck with a flurry of kisses.


“Trying to figure out what to wear to this thing next week,” she said, turning to face her massive husband. Abe was only six years older than Krystal but appeared to be more like twelve. Having lost most of his hair by the time he was thirty, only a modest patch of tarnished hair remained at the base of his head like a soiled ring around a bathtub. Abe had always enjoyed the good life, which included fine cuisine, and he sported a substantial girth as evidence of his culinary indulgence. He tried desperately to lose weight before their wedding and managed to take off seven pounds by walking every morning and giving up his nightly ritual of German chocolate cake paired with Ben & Jerry’s Hazelnut Fudge Core. Unfortunately, he was just one of those people whose body didn’t allow him to let go of the weight without a battle. Abe returned from their honeymoon to St. Tropez with the seven pounds he’d dropped and an additional five. None of that mattered to Krystal, who fell in love with his tender, generous heart. To her, Abe was her hero, and that made him the sexiest man alive.


“Sweetheart, you could wear a body bag and shave your head and still be every man’s first pick,” he said, sealing his words with a kiss on her cheek and handing her a chilled flute of champagne.


Krystal needed to steady her hand as the weight of the Baccarat stemware pulled her arm down like one of her plastic dumbbells. She still wasn’t used to the exorbitantly expensive, heavy French crystal she received for her bridal shower.


Abe retreated from the closet, dropped his terry cloth robe onto their California king, and headed to the master bath. Krystal smiled to herself; he was sort of like her child in many ways. She wondered how he had managed to come so far without the warmth of a steady lover by his side.


Plopping in front of her vanity and raising the weighty flute to her lips, she thought back to the day they met, the day Abe was visiting the lighting store on Route 9 where she had worked since graduating from Atlantic County Community College. He was being led by an eager woman with the exuberance of a perfumed sales lady at a department store. She was well-dressed, perfectly coiffed, around sixty, and carried a Gucci bag on her dainty arm. A forest-green Jaguar was parked out in front. Assuming the woman was another overzealous wife, Krystal tried to hear her spiel as she shepherded Abe from room to room, and thought she heard the words “statement piece” several times.


When the two turned the corner to the front desk, Abe stopped walking as soon as he saw Krystal. The woman kept blathering on and on about two buffet lamps, but Abe’s attention was rapt as he locked eyes with Krystal. It took a few moments before the woman realized she had completely lost her one-man audience. Luckily, she wasn’t his wife but an interior designer.


Abe had only to visit Krystal’s minuscule studio apartment once before insisting she pack a bag and stay with him.


“What are all these?” he asked, opening the cabinet beneath her kitchen sink and discovering the ever-growing collection of bottles and cans she’d been saving for the five-cent refunds. His gaze swept the room and landed on her face. She realized the look he wore that night wasn’t one of pity or disdain but wonderment. Behind his eyes was an acknowledgment, a reverence.


Immediately, Abe made some calls, and with the finesse of an attorney straight out of a John Grisham novel, he was able to get her out of the lease, as well as recover her security deposit. A month later, he presented Krystal with a three-and-a-half-carat emerald-cut diamond.


Aside from all the lavish gifts, Abe had brought the art of hugging into her life. Krystal hadn’t been hugged as a child and was able to determine with the help of her therapist that she had been starved for affection. For Abe, showering her with love came naturally, and she knew no man in the history of the world who gave better hugs.


Krystal could hear Abe humming a tune as he finished showering. She examined herself in the mirror, inhaling deeply, sucking in her belly, turning to the side, examining the curvature of her profile, and contemplated who would be in attendance that evening, knowing this was a different crowd from the yacht club. New faces. New women. New snap judgments about her appearance. One of her biggest fears was that someone would recognize her from high school.


The bathroom door opened, allowing a puff of steamy air to billow into their bedroom. Abe stood cloaked in a silk bathrobe like a shah exiting a steam room at the royal spa. Watching him dab the towel at the few remaining strands of hair at the back of his head, she imagined what he would think if he knew the truth of her humiliating past. All those mean pranks from her fellow cheerleaders. Krystal had always been the target, the butt of all their jokes. Some thoughts never seem to release their grip, no matter how much time has passed. No matter how worthy and righteous her husband told her she was. No matter how clean and pretty her new surroundings.


Krystal tried to hush the words rattling around her head: High school is never over.




[image: Images]



3

Goldie



Spilling the flywheel with her foot, Goldie observed the startling contrast of her creased and trembling hands against the smooth clay. No room for error on this one. The unwelcome thought lingered for a beat, poking at her self-doubt, and she knew it must be quelled before proceeding. Nearly fifty years of throwing clay had taught her the dangers of placing too much importance on any one piece; her hands would furl beneath the torch of self-imposed scrutiny, shooting a brush fire of crippling tension up her arms and through her torso. Goldie’s creativity was best served when she was able to silence the ego and stifle judgment, losing herself in the motion, textures, and soothing sounds of human hands on wet clay. And yet, disparaging thoughts kept snaking their way in. This piece was to be auctioned off at the charity event in the home of her longtime friend and contractor, Bruce Anderson, and his new wife, Jocelyn. This mermaid, whose dazzling tail measured twenty-three inches from tip to tip, would serve as the harbinger to her fellow business owners of her unwavering talent and resiliency to keep her small business afloat. Her creations had always piqued all sorts of interest among her peers, but this one needed to send a direct message: Goldie Sparrows still “had it,” and Little Birdie Studio wasn’t going anywhere.


She was preparing to adorn the fanciful mermaid with a wide bronze medallion at the end of a ropy chain and cuff bracelets for each of her dainty wrists, similar to the ones Wonder Woman wore on that TV show from the seventies. She was trying out a crafting medium that was new to her, using metal clay. It consisted of very small particles of metals such as silver, gold, bronze, or copper mixed with an organic binder and water for use in jewelry-making, beads, and small sculptures. Metal clay had the capability to be shaped just like any soft clay, by hand or using molds. After drying, she would fire the clay in her kiln. Once the binder burned away, the pure sintered metal was all that remained.


As she continued to work, a stream of freezing-cold water trailed her bare back like an uninvited hand. A sharp inhale caught in her throat, forcing the sleeping cat on her lap to dash across the room.


“Goodness! Pardon me, Laverne,” she said. One of her cats had taken cover under the wooden bench next to her sister, Shirley. For cats born of the same litter, the two were vastly different from one another. While Laverne required constant contact and reassurance like an insecure lover, Shirley preferred to go it alone, requiring few attachments and a healthy dose of autonomy—much like Goldie. And much like her mommy, the hands of time had been slowing Shirley down lately.


Spring gave way to summer with a jolt. The temperature inside her home studio was warmer than expected, and the ice from her homemade shoulder pack turned to water within minutes. She removed her foot from the pedal and scooted to the sink in the washroom. After rinsing her hands, she peeled back the surgical tape holding the makeshift ice pack that she had jerry-rigged to her upper arm. Gently rolling her head from side to side, she pulled her left arm taut across her chest for an extra stretch. Darn rotator cuff. How could such a simple move like tying a smock behind her back cause such agony? A move she’d been making nearly every morning for decades. She let the healing water cascade over her arthritic hands, feeling both pity and gratitude for her swollen digits. All those years. All that sculpting. Her most precious instruments had paid the price.


Little Birdie Studio, located on Carpenters between Decatur and Ocean, opened at noon and closed at six from November through May. With tourist season now in full swing, the store was open from nine to nine, daily. The twelve-hour days had never been much of a bother in the twenty-nine years of running her Cape May business. It wasn’t until this past January—on the eve of Goldie’s sixty-sixth birthday—that everything changed. Looking back, she could see how that bitingly raw morning was to foreshadow what she would face in her studio a few short hours later.


Reaching the end of the long staircase, she noticed a puddle of water gathered just beside the front door. Much as she loved her Painted Lady built after the Great Fire of 1878, the leaky roof was only one of the many parts in need of repair. Once she made it through the parlor to the kitchen, her vertigo ignited on the uneven floor boards. She shuddered to think of what Bruce Anderson’s estimate was going to be for the repairs. She’d already used most of her savings for her retirement on refurbishing the studio.


Goldie’s walk to work was fairly quick and pleasurable from Easter through Halloween, but the winter proffered an ample buffet of unforgivingly frigid mornings. After the ten-minute walk, she reluctantly removed an embrittled hand from its mitten to insert the key. To her shock, the bolt was already unlocked. The studio lights were on. Someone was inside. A burst of adrenaline coursed through her veins as her heartbeat sprang to life. Ever so carefully, she opened the aluminum door and, against her better judgment, entered the building. She placed her bag onto the checkout counter. A noise filtered out from the back room. . . . The glass carafe was placed back onto the burner of the automatic coffee maker. A moment later, footsteps . . . and then, a silver-haired woman entered from the back. She saw Goldie standing there in silence and nearly spilled half of the brew down the front of her fuzzy pink cashmere sweater.


“Oh my! You scared the wits out of me!” It took her almost a full five seconds to realize she was staring at Gloria Eagle—her business tenant for the last seventeen years. In all that time, Gloria had never beat her to the shop. Goldie opened. Gloria closed. That was the way it had been since the inception of their arrangement.


“I could say the same. . . .” Goldie was exasperated and pressed a shaky palm to her chest, unable to form words between her racked nerves and the thoughts pestering her consciousness. What on earth was Gloria doing there so early, and why hadn’t Goldie been able to immediately place the one person she’d spent most of her time with for years, and what did that mean?


“I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here.” Gloria was dabbing her blouse. “I don’t think I’ve been up this early since Bernice was just out of diapers.” She paused, as if waiting for feedback.


Goldie said nothing as she plunked down onto one of the carpenter stools and waited for Gloria to elaborate.


“Well, the thing is . . . I tossed and turned all night. Simply awful. Brought back a lot of memories of those grueling years of hot flashes and night sweats. Remember those dreadful things?”


She resisted the urge to scoff at Gloria’s rhetorical question, wondering when her old friend would stop sauntering and arrive at the point.


“I need to be closer to my daughter and grandbabies.” Gloria released her words in rapid succession, as if they might become jammed on the way out.


Befuddled, Goldie flipped through the dusty Rolodex of her cloudy, panicked thoughts as she tried to remember where Gloria’s daughter lived.


Visibly irritated by Goldie’s hesitation, Gloria inhaled deeply and threw her shoulders back. She seemed to grow three inches. “I already found a small community right outside of Tallahassee, and I have to move in by the end of March.”


She couldn’t have been more stunned if an armed perpetrator wearing a Richard Nixon mask had entered, commanding her to clean out the register. Gloria must have taken Goldie’s silence for disdain and added, “I’m sure you will have no problem finding someone who can rent the tables.”


And just like that, after nearly two decades, Gloria was leaving. Of course, Goldie knew better than to take such a decision personally and would never begrudge Gloria her desire to be near her family, but losing Gloria’s rent for her novelty item section of the store was cause for concern; she would have to find ways to cover expenses and bring in more revenue with her current resources and services—not a place a woman of her age wished to find herself.


Goldie had been brainstorming ways to add to her cash flow. Her first inclination was to start a series of pottery classes to draw a crowd and generate interest in the shop. She had taken out a modest ad in some of the papers and other publications and distributed flyers at the B&Bs and restaurants throughout the town. She decided to offer a series of summer sessions as a test run. So far, she had signed up three local women and two tourists for the class, which would begin the following Sunday. It was a start.


“Morning! Pretty boy. Good boy, Malcolm.” Her ten-year-old African grey parrot cawed as Goldie passed by his cage. She paused to make sure he hadn’t been plucking his feathers as he sometimes did if she wasn’t paying him enough attention. He was a chatty sort who loved to mimic, and once he got a word stuck in his craw, there was little she could do to extract it from his vocabulary. He was a beautiful bird with a rich charcoal-grey coloring and wine-stained tail. Greys could be sensitive and needed much care and attention. Goldie had become so consumed by her mermaid she had let her other duties, like doting on Malcolm, fall by the wayside. She made a mental note to pick up a fresh pomegranate from the farm stand as a surprise afternoon treat.
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