














Bittersweet Manor







[image: Image]




Copyright © 2014 by Tory McCagg


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2014


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN: 9-781-938314-56-8


e-ISBN: 9-781-938314-57-5


Library of Congress Control Number: 2013951192


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1563 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


This book is a work of fiction. Any similarities to actual events, places or persons, living or dead, are coincidental.


Cover photo by Peyton May Seaver.




To the memory of my father, with love.




If you bring forth what is within you,
what you bring forth will save you.
If you do not bring forth what is within you,
what you do not bring forth will destroy you.


—Gospel of Thomas, verse 70





Entitlement
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If it blew down in a hurricane. Or if it were struck by lightning and burned to the ground. If the house, home to the Michaels clan for three generations, were destroyed—what a relief. But no such luck. It would have to be a willed event on Emma’s part … and would her family survive the loss? The house had always been a safe haven, a familiar setting that, in her mind, evoked love and nurturance, even if the reality left her empty. What if by giving it up—not through a natural disaster but a real estate transaction—she was giving up what the house symbolized: her family and her past?


Did she even care?


Emma wondered this as she walked into the Poquatuck Village assisted living facility and headed for her grandmother’s apartment.


“She’s gone!” the attending nurse announced to Emma.


Of course. She had disappeared. Again. Her beeper bracelet lay on the bed, but Gussie herself was gone. While the Harbor View staff searched the premises, Emma surveyed her grandmother’s room—touched the crushed pillow on the bed, the rumpled sheets. Where might she have gone? The old graveyard, as she had the last time she had “gone for a walk”? Impossible. Two years ago, Gussie was still driving, whereas now … Gussie’s wheeled walker didn’t do well in April mud.


A whiff of her grandmother rose up, stark in the back of Emma’s nose. Camay soap, Jean Nate body powder, molasses. Gingersnaps. Emma and her grandmother used to bake gingersnaps together,  rolling the soft, spiced dough into balls with their bare hands, then through a drift of white sugar. She could almost feel her grandmother standing next to her. Could almost hear her saying, You wouldn’t dare. And her grandmother would be right. Emma’s determination to sell the family property dissolved into concern for Gussie, whose absence left room for breathless imaginations of what life would be without her. Even Gussie’s Queen Anne desk suggested dearth. No bills to be paid. No robin’s egg blue stationary. No chair to sit in and stare out the bedroom window at the view. At which thought Emma turned to leave. She knew exactly where her grandmother had gone.


Emma hurried out of The Harbor View and ran to the town docks. Maneuvering the sidewalk, with its sheen of black ice, she worried that her grandmother might have slipped and fallen. She picked up speed down Gold Street, heading to the harbor and the fishing pier. Then a moment of relief, because there sat her grandmother, profiled against the horizon, her posture straight, her chin up. She was staring across the gently ruffled water of Poquatuck harbor to the peninsula, and the family property, across the way. Emma cursed and resumed her race across the playground to the gazebo. She had somehow to protect her grandmother, who would be upset looking at the house. It was so different.


Stepping up into the gazebo, Emma paused to catch her breath through the knot in her throat. She reassured herself. Her grandmother was alive. She was fine. On the surface, anyway. Though upon closer inspection, and with foreboding, Emma saw a chilling likeness. Nostrils flared. Eyes wide and glassy. Her grandmother looked exactly as Emma’s father had years before. Emma had not known then that she was seeing the resemblance backwards: that her father was looking like his mother. Instead, it had taken until now for Emma to see what they shared: fear. Of loss. Of mortality. Of what would their legacy be.


In so short a time, so many changes. For the first time in years, Emma had known exactly what she wanted: freedom from her family’s expectations. Minutes before, at The Harbor View, she had intended to reject all that her grandmother had given her and to ask for her imprimatur on that decision. She had come for her grandmother’s support. Now, instead, Emma would have to help her grandmother. As Gussie shifted her attention to her granddaughter, Emma wondered if she had the strength.


“You’re back,” Gussie said, her voice quavering. “I’m glad. I’ve been wanting to talk.”


“Me too, Gram.” Emma sat on the edge of the bench, as close as she dared. The fishermen shouted to each other as they stacked lobster pots and coiled thick ropes into neat piles on the dock. Terns screamed and dove. A solitary sailboat’s halyard clanged against its mast.


“That clanking noise never happened in the old days,” Gussie said. “Boats had wooden masts then. We owned a lapstrake-planked rowboat that Winston bought early on in our marriage. He used to row me into the village with the children. I can still hear the plunk of the oars into the water as Winston pulled us to shore. He was proud of his strength. I suppose I was, too.”


Emma considered her grandmother, the matriarch of the Michaels family. Faded, hazel eyes; tousled, short grey hair; skin soft as a calf’s on a feather-stuffed pillow. At eighty-seven, Gussie exuded beauty and formality. It was easy to imagine her as the young woman who had overseen the work in her garden, involved herself in church duties, and raised her children—and eventually her grandchildren, too. All those ages, child to adult, were layered and shifting like sand on a beach exposing seashells and sea glass, secrets of the depths. Were there secrets? Gussie looked at Emma sideways.


“You wouldn’t happen to have any gingersnaps in that satchel, would you?” she asked.


“I didn’t know I was coming to see you,” Emma said.


“You didn’t?” Gussie flushed with offense. Emma sat up, reminded of her strict, not her weak, grandmother. “How did you end up here, then? Just happening by, after absenting yourself for months and months?” Gussie paused to look about them, her spine stiff. “Certainly, I wasn’t expecting you. In fact, I assumed I would never see you again. I’m not young anymore, you know. I could die any day.”


“Especially if you catch pneumonia walking around in the cold without a coat,” Emma replied and stood up.


“You’re already leaving?” Gussie asked, and again that tremulous voice, the vulnerability.


“No, Gram,” Emma replied, bending to kiss her on the cheek, grateful for the opportunity to do so. Her grandmother was right. Emma had taken a terrible risk not coming sooner. What if her grandmother had died? Then what would Emma have done? She shivered and took off her oversized peacoat. “Put this on. You’re cold.”


Emma tried to cover Gussie, who pushed her away.


“I’m perfectly fine. I survived an entire winter without your ministrations.”


“You don’t have on socks. You have goose bumps, and your lips are purple.”


“Don’t be insulting.” Gussie sat up. “Fresh air and exercise. That’s what everyone says I need. I intend to stay out here and enjoy this superb weather.”


“I guess we do what we do for good reasons, even if, from a distance, it looks foolish,” Emma said, earning a sharp glance from her grandmother. Maybe it was better not to point fingers.


“Watch the seagull dirt.”


Gussie pointed to a dribble that lay on the shoulder of her argyle sweater.


“Oh.” Emma set aside the coat. “At least it brings good luck.”


“That, Emma, is an old wives’ tale made up to make a weeping, mortified five-year-old girl feel better.”


Emma rummaged through her knapsack, removed a roll of toilet paper.


“Conner told me that when a bird shat on me on our first date.” Emma began to clean the sweater. “I took it as a good sign. I guess I was wrong.”


“About what?”


“Conner. My boyfriend. You never met him. Too bad. You would have liked him.”


“Why the past tense? I’m not going anywhere. You can bring him to visit anytime.”


“We broke up. He’s my ex, as of last night.” Emma’s chin trembled, her throat tightening to the extent that she could not express how afraid of the world she would be without him.


Gussie shifted her contemplation from her sweater to Emma. “Fortunately, one survives such losses,” she said.


“I know,” Emma replied. “You have only to keep breathing, right? Even if you don’t want to.”


Gussie didn’t respond. Emma had not expected her to. Because it was true. The heart kept beating, the lungs expanding and contracting, though the chest was compressed and the soul contorted. In and out. Every breath fanning the pain of living. What could words do to alleviate that? “Why did you remove your beeper bracelet, Gram?”


“Shackles.” Gussie looked back to the house.


“You get disoriented, remember? You have to keep it on so we can find you.”


“How can I get lost in a one-bedroom apartment?”


“When you leave it.”


“I suppose I know the village well enough.”


“I suppose you do. It’s more for the staff. They’re looking for you.”


“They should look where you looked,” Gussie replied with a familiar crispness. “How did you know?”


Emma shrugged. “This is where I’d come,” she said.


“This is where you came. Home. It’s fascinating, isn’t it, to look in instead of out?”


Gussie indicated the property across the way, cloaked by a striated white mist that hovered just above the ground. Her father, Mr. Willard, had bought the land nearly one hundred years before, at the turn of the twentieth century. He had built a house on the gently sloping fields. Cows grazed on the stony granite ledge that, over centuries, had been covered by sand, soil, grass, and slowly, with habitation and plantings, by bushes, hedges, and trees. Small chunks of the property were sold off and built up. What was left Mr. Willard divided and handed down to Gussie and her brother. Gussie’s brother sold his share and moved West. He never came back.


Gussie stayed. She and her fiancé, Winston Michaels, built a house in the year of their engagement and marriage, 1929. There, their children were born—Auggie in 1930, Livy in 1931, and Alyssa in 1936. Gussie and Winston had rebuilt what was destroyed of the house by the Long Island Express hurricane, that “annoying bit of weather,” in 1938. The repairs and additions had given the house, with its wraparound porch and abbreviated L-addition to the front, a hodgepodge look.


Soon after the work was done, Gussie’s parents died, suddenly and relatively young. The Willards’ house was sold, leaving Gussie to maintain what was left of the family’s holdings. Days and evenings—hundreds, thousands of them—she and her growing family had sat on the porch, enjoying the property with its sinuous paths. They all led to the beach that overlooked the harbor to the village. There had been less and less of a view each year, given the overgrowth of trees and bushes. Gussie had moved to the assisted living facility in her eighty-second year, leaving the property to be dealt with by her children. The result: Emma inherited her father’s share, the house. There it was, modestly exposed and sandwiched between the scar left by Livy’s house to the south and Alyssa’s to the north.


“The distance,” Gussie said, “allows one to appreciate the details.”


“Do you miss it, Gram?” Emma asked, hesitant because what if the answer were yes?


“Why would I?”


“Usually when people lose what means something to them, they miss it,” Emma said, irritated by her grandmother’s composure around a subject that so jarred her. Or perhaps her grandmother was better at hiding feelings, having had years of practice. But then, so had Emma.


“I haven’t lost a thing.” Gussie straightened the skirt of her dress and patted her purse. “You’re the one who’s tried to, and unsuccessfully. You remind me of your father. Auggie used to rail against the house, too, but he’s always come back. We all do.”


“I’m not back,” Emma said with a lift of her chin and more confidence than she felt. “I’m selling the house, and I’ve come to ask—”


“Crying wolf!” Gussie scoffed. “At Thanksgiving, you intended to move in. Then a big to-do and you left in a snit, not to be heard from since, other than sending off a slew of letters telling everyone you’d put the house on the market and not to contact you. Spiteful, ridiculous threats. We’re family, Emma. You can’t divorce us.”


“I thought I might try.”


“A Sisyphean task.”


Emma tossed the wad of toilet paper into the trash can a few yards away, then draped her coat over her grandmother’s shoulders. How true—it was a Sisyphean task, because here she was, right back where she had been four months before, resentful of and alienated from the person she felt closest to: her grandmother.


Not closest to. Most understood by.


Or, if not understood, connected to by history and the house. Which exposed the rub. Her grandmother might recognize the connection, but not the need to be free. She would never agree to sell the house.


Sitting down on the bench, Emma crossed her arms, wishing she had stayed on the train. If she had, she would be arriving at New York’s Penn station now, losing herself in the masses of people, each with his or her own dreams, horrors, and history. Were hers so much better or worse?


“My favorite color in the world is the sunrise over the village as seen from the house,” Gussie said, taking Emma’s hand and squeezing it, as if that would make it all better. “The mix of yellows and reds and oranges burnishing the houses and the harbor. The peace of knowing the children are asleep, safe. With the slow dissipation of the fog, the rising anticipation of the day and all it holds.”


“That’s not a color, Gram.”


“A feeling, then. A place. It would kill me to lose that forever.”


Emma narrowed her eyes at her grandmother.


“Not if you keep breathing. Remember? One survives such losses.”


“My point being, you missed a lovely sunrise,” Gussie concluded with that clenched-jaw smile that had formerly been reserved only for her husband. “The storm clouds looked like billowed steel, tinged with pink and yellow.”


“How did you see it from the house?” Emma asked.


“I dreamed I was there. It was good to be back. Isn’t it? Good to be home again?”


Emma studied her grandmother. She, too, had dreamed of the house. The dream had been full of varying shades of fear.


“It’s not my home anymore, Gram.”


“It most certainly is. You should be grateful to have it.”


“Shackles.”


“Nonsense. Our situations are entirely different. No comparison.” Gussie paused. “You make the house sound like a curse.”


“I feel cursed. Last night when Conner found out I own that?” Emma indicated the land, the family house, with a nod of her chin. “He looked at me as if I’d morphed into a monster.”


Gussie gave Emma a shrewd look.


“How long have you been dating?” she asked.


“Two years. One month. Two weeks and three days.”


“And he didn’t know you own the house?” Gussie asked after a long moment. Emma hesitated, shook her head. “Then why the surprise? That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? For him not to know you. Or us. My goodness. Why such secrecy?”


“I knew if he found out, exactly what happened would. It’s awful. He thinks I’m rich.”


“We aren’t so terribly rich.”


“Gram, look across the way. The house exudes wealth. Owning it suggests privilege. That I’m entitled.”


“Of course, you are.”


“I know, but it’s not as if I had a choice in the matter.”


“You certainly know how to look a gift horse in the mouth.”


“Gift? It sucks up every dime I have. I’d give it up in a heartbeat, if I could.”


“Then why don’t you?” Gussie snapped. She sat up, alarmed. “But you won’t. Imagine giving up all we’ve been given. You love the house. Just like your father. You just don’t have the sense to appreciate it. Entitlement needn’t be a bad thing. It’s what you choose to do with it.”


“Choose, Gram?” Emma asked with a flare of resentment that curdled into shame. Why punish an old woman for the past?


“Yes. All you need to do, Emma, is decide what you want to do.” Emma only stared at the ground. She had decided, and once again it was the wrong decision. Gussie prodded her. “You used to dance.”


“Yes, Gram. I used to dance,” Emma said, annoyed and trusting that her grandmother would leave it at that. Gussie did. Emma couldn’t. She remembered too clearly the last time she had dared to dance, truly dance, with her heart: years before, in the cabin that her grandfather had built out behind the garage as a study for her father. She had used it as a dance studio. Its hard wood flooring worn down by age. Its picture windows opening to a view of the harbor and village. Sun had flooded the room as Emma tapped the floor with a toe. Exacting and absolute, she had raised her arms. Left hand gently touching a wall, right arm lifted out. Feet into fifth position. With her weight on her left foot, she had glided her right leg straight out to the front, heel up, toe pointed. Slowly, she slid her foot to the right, stretching. And then to the back. Battement tendu. Repeat. Heart cringing. Stop thinking. Balance. It was about balance, not turning, she had reminded herself as she broke away from the wall and pirouetted around the room. Bare wood against slippered feet. Around and around. Each turn a petal from a daisy. Do I. Do I not. Stop … ping. Bending backwards, stretching as if reaching, debating, her body expressing soul as she twisted and turned. Every movement had felt right. She would never have believed then that it would be for the last time.


“I dreamed last night that I was a tree,” Emma said. “It had been raining for days and the earth was loose and mucky. I was all excited by the idea of walking. Like an Ent in those Tolkien books. My leaves shivered as I pulled my roots up out of the ground, one and then another. I lost my balance. Instead of walking, I toppled over. I lay in the mud and what leaves were still exposed rustled in the breeze.”


“That will teach you not to try to be an Ent when you are a tree,” Gussie said dryly.


“Have you never wanted to escape yourself?” Emma asked. “Be someone entirely different?”


“No,” Gussie said, though after having said it she appeared to think about the question. “How can you hope to be different, if you don’t know who you are?”


“But I do know who I am. I’m my family, trapped in old behaviors. I can’t seem to escape them. For all my privilege and entitlement … I’m lost. I have trouble telling the difference between what I want and what I think is expected of me, and end up doing things that seem right at the time but turn out to be all wrong. Nothing feels true anymore. Sometimes I suspect that I’m killing myself day by day, holding back, not living for fear of life. I worry that one day I’ll realize that I’ve been dead all along, or might as well have been, but it’ll be too late. My life will be spent, wasted, and I want to do so much.”


Gussie didn’t respond at first, staring out at the breakwater, the piles of granite that stretched across the mouth of the harbor and ended in a strip of beach with a high-tide mark of salt and sun-dried seaweed, black and crunchy on the sand.


“Years ago, on my eighteenth birthday, my tutor said the same thing to me that your Conner said to you.” Gussie paused, as if distracted by a thought or, perhaps, by the seagull that had landed on a pylon and was screaming, its head thrust forward, an open maw. “‘Gussie Willard, you’re entitled!’ Lawrence said as he led me to the enormous chestnut tree. Do you remember it, in the old graveyard off Bittersweet Lane? It was neglected even then, the gravestones all enmossed and pitted, leaning every which way. I did not consider it a morbid place to spend my birthday. On the contrary, it promised quiet and beauty, hope. An opportunity for a lesson on gravestone rubbing. Or, given neither of us had brought pencil and paper, on remembering the dead. We sat down under the chestnut tree. Lawrence allowed me a puff of his cigarette. I told him entitlement need not be a bad thing. It’s what you do with it.”








Bridge of Sighs
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Of course I’m entitled,” Gussie said as she leaned her head back against the tree, dizzy with the smoke and their delightful discussion of the travels they would take now the Great War was over. The cathedrals of France, what was left of them; the Forum in Rome; the canals of Venice; the Ponte dei Sospiri. “Does that make me a bad person?”


“No, a lazy one.” Lawrence looked at her with a vague smile. “You act as if life owes you. You’ve such grand expectations, Gussie. Your situation allows you opportunities most of us can only dream of, but it holds responsibilities, too. It requires sacrifice.”


“Exactly,” Gussie replied, ruffled by Lawrence’s reprimand. His professorial air made her feel inadequate when, in fact, she was as good as he was, if more ignorant. But that was why he was there. To teach her. “I have to deserve all I’ve been given. It’s a moral imperative. And I am not lazy, Lawrence. I’ve done everything my parents wanted me to. I even took lessons from a silly tutor nearly twice my age, and far more attractive than they’ve any idea about.” She tossed a chestnut hull at him, keeping the nut for herself. She rubbed her thumb against its red-brown smoothness. “Why not a trip to Europe with said tutor as instructor and guide? I deserve it.”


Lawrence picked up the yellowish-tan hull, pricked his finger with its burry exterior.


 “Sweet dreams, Gussie. If you hold too tight, expect too much, that’s how they are destroyed.”


“Don’t be melodramatic. Besides, it’s the other way around. If you don’t hold tight enough, you lose everything.”


“Your parents will never agree.”


Gussie was quiet for a moment, balanced between respect for her parents—their umbrage at other people’s poverty and lack of lineage—and her love for Lawrence. She prayed that, if and when the balance tipped, she would make the right choice.


“You’re as stubborn as they are with your assumptions.” She plucked an imaginary leaf from his forearm so she might feel his warmth. “They wouldn’t mind half so much if you’d accept some sort of dowry.”


“Never, and it’s you who wouldn’t mind half so much.”


“It would make everything much easier.”


“It’s not about ease, is it? If something is worth having, you need to work and—”


“Sacrifice,” Gussie said, finishing his sentence. She threw the nut to the ground. “Why purposely give up what’s been given to me through God’s grace and Father’s hard work? If I use the money well, why is it evil?”


“Gussie, you’re getting ahead of yourself. A chaperoned trip to Europe would be challenge enough for your parents. Save marriage for when you’re of age and free to choose for yourself.”


“I’ll ask them about the trip tonight.”


“Like you asked them if it would be okay to take this walk?” Lawrence teased.


“All right.” Gussie took the cigarette from him and put it between her lips. She sucked smoke into her mouth, holding it for a moment before inhaling it into her lungs and then letting it out slowly, making smoke rings.


“I won’t ask. I’ll tell.”


“Don’t, Gussie,” Lawrence said, abruptly sitting up and taking her hand. “Please. They’ll suspect something, and prevent us from seeing each other.”


“Nonsense. We live in the same village. Just on opposite sides of the tracks. Though as my mother’s Cousin Lucinda used to say, here there is no wrong side of the tracks.”


“Let’s leave travels for the future. Now is the time for you to apply to college. Educate yourself. Learn to think.”


Gussie removed her hand from his, peevish because he always did that, said something that left her feeling not quite right.


“I’m not so silly as you suggest, Lawrence.”


“I don’t think you’re silly at all. It’s just that you act so surprised when things don’t go the way you want them to go. It’s because you don’t think of the consequences, only of the ideals.”


“I thought that’s what you wanted. Aren’t I your will-o’-the-wisp, a devilish dream you will catch against all odds?” Gussie tried to smile, but, instead, her chin trembled. “You frighten me, Lawrence. I’m not sure what you want me to be.”


“Yourself, of course. You’ve a good mind. Use it. Think.”


“I do think, Lawrence, very hard and very deeply. My favorite thing to do is to sit and think. I have thought long and hard about this. I intend to talk to them about the trip tonight so that tomorrow we can start to plan the itinerary. Now that is decided, educate me,” Gussie demanded with a toss of her chin. “Tell me about this tree.”


Lawrence stared at her for a moment, his eyes traveling, like touch, across the lazy lid of her right eye, the smooth fullness of her face, unmarked by worry and flushed with a confidence of strength that she sensed he didn’t think was there.


“Genus Castanea.” She watched the words being formed on his lips, reading them so she might never forget. She intended to understand everything he told her.


“Latin for sweet chestnuts. There are eight or nine different species within the genus. This one is a Castanea dentata. An American chestnut. Symbol of abundance, fertility, and love.” Lawrence’s tone of voice caused her to blush. “It’s doomed.”


Gussie blinked.


“Excuse me?”


“The chestnut blight.” Lawrence stood up. “You’ve heard about it. Endothia parasitica. The fungus killing the American chestnuts. Soon they’ll all be gone.”


“But not this tree.” Gussie rolled up onto her knees and turned around to touch the deep ridges of the gray-brown bark.


“Look here. And there.” Lawrence pointed at the orange-fuzzed sores and cankers on the tree. “Sad. It’s a relatively young tree.”


“But how awful. No more conkers.”


“Conkers come from horse-chestnut trees, Gussie. An entirely different genus and species. Aesculus hippocastanum. Unlike these chestnuts, horse-chestnuts, or conkers, are poisonous to eat, though they’ve medicinal capacities.”


“Well, I guess we’ll just avoid those, and eat the sweets while we can.” Gussie put a chestnut in her pocket, and another. She began to collect the nuts on the ground around them. “How do you know so much?”


“I read a good deal, and have excellent retention.”


“Weren’t we talking about dreams?”


“Ah, dreams,” Lawrence said and squatted down to be at her level, near her as her hands nimbly picked up the choicest nuts. “Picking up chestnuts from the ground means you have the ability to make your lover think that life without you would be unbearable.” Gussie paused for a moment, then smiled, and, rather more self-consciously, continued her collecting. “Sweet chestnuts signify love. Horse-chestnuts signify money and healing.”


Gussie sat back on her heels and looked at him, her hair falling out of its bun, framing her face with an auburn halo flecked with red-gold.


“And if I dreamed of sitting under a chestnut tree?” she asked. “What would that signify?”


“Good times are on the horizon.”


Gussie laughed. “So then, I will dream of today, tonight. Isn’t it lovely? Life has such potential.”


“Potential is all very well,” Lawrence said. “It’s what you do with it.”


“Exactly. I am going to do great things.” Gussie looked around them, at the moldering gravestones. Mary Edith Talcott, age 4, buried next to Henry Wood Palmer, beloved husband of Mabel White Palmer. The entire Woolenworth family held down by a five-by-seven-foot boulder but Alive for Eternity with the Lord, Our Savior. Gussie trembled, her heart fluttering at the idea of mortality. To think that she would be old and die someday, and what would be left? Kneeling before him, she looked to Lawrence. “Mother says I shouldn’t be so excitable, that women don’t change the world, men do. When I mention great women, she informs me that I’m not Joan of Arc. But I might be. I have hidden talents. I feel them bubbling inside me. These dead, forgotten people here? I’m different from them. It will matter that I existed because one day, I am going to discover something terribly important. It will change the world.”


Lawrence studied the bark of the tree. Gussie preferred it when he studied her.


“I sound exceedingly self-centered, don’t I?” she asked, wanting him to contradict her, or at least help her to be better. “I don’t want to be overly proud, Lawrence. I know I’ve loads of room for improvement. And there’s so much out there. So much to do. It’s quite overwhelming. And do you know? When I hear other girls say how wonderfully perfect they are, I feel quite helpless. I can just picture them in their limited worlds, knowing limited people. I could sob. I am so afraid I’m just as little.”


“You have only to listen to your heart, and act.”


Gussie looked away, flummoxed, because if she allowed herself to listen to her heart, she knew exactly what she would do, which was entirely the wrong thing.


“Gussie!” Lawrence and Gussie, startled, looked over to the road. Her mother was waving to them, standing next to their new Ford Model T sedan. Her father glared from the driver’s seat. “What in heaven’s name are you doing? Come here.”


“I’ll tell them tonight. I swear it.” Gussie blinked rapidly to be rid of the tears that had gathered. She waved to her parents as she walked towards them. “We’ve been on a constitutional, Mother. I needed to rest.”


“We wondered where you’d gone off to,” Mrs. Willard said as Gussie approached. Together, they waited for Lawrence to join them, returning his jacket to its rightful place: on. “It’s well past the hour, Mr. Finer. I trust we won’t be billed for the extra time? Get in the car, Gussie. Mr. Finer? We will see you tomorrow as usual.”


Lawrence shut Mrs. Willard’s door for her. They all nodded to him. Mr. Willard depressed the left floor pedal. The car lurched forward.


“We were discussing geography,” Gussie said from the backseat. “I was saying how much it would help to physically go to the places. A kind of mnemonics.”


“Fascinating.” Mr. Willard’s left foot let up from the pedal as he pushed the floor lever on his right forward. The car roared into second speed.


“To travel,” Gussie said. “See the world. Lawrence was telling me—”


“Are you referring to Mr. Finer?” Mrs. Willard asked, looking back over her shoulder.


“Yes. Of course. Mr. Finer was describing the Trevi Fountain.”


“Has he been there?”


“Why, no. I don’t believe he has. But he reads a great deal and has a wonderful memory. Which isn’t the point, Mother. The point is, I have to see the world if I am to save it.”


“I think it is an excellent idea, Gussie,” her father said. Her mother looked at him, her eyes wide.


“You do?” Gussie said.


“Of course,” her mother agreed, looking forward as they approached their house, a Colonial Revival, built in the year 1902 by the Willards. It had been a bracing time in their marriage, before the children, when Mrs. Willard, fifteen years junior to her husband, had opined too much on women’s rights and architecture. It was a period that she blushed to remember, though Mr. Willard enjoyed ribbing her about it on occasion. “It will expand your horizons. You’ll meet people, see places, be seen. To make your way in the world, you must be known.”


“Yes,” Gussie said, relieved but vaguely disappointed that there had not been more of a contretemps.


During the next day’s discussion of the itinerary, Lawrence added his comments and suggestions. As always, he was withdrawn and respectful in her parents’ presence. Gussie missed that he wasn’t sitting, as he usually did, in the seat next to her; unwittingly, her parents had sat on either side of her, leaving Lawrence to stand at the opposite side of the table, reading the maps and the travel books upside down.


“I do not know what we will do without you, Mr. Willard,” Mrs. Willard said to her husband, who disliked travel more than the idea of being without his family; he would endure a bachelor’s existence. “I hear the roads are treacherous.”


“You’ll travel by train for the most part,” Mr. Willard assured her. “They’ve reasonable schedules and accommodations. Not American, of course. But you’ll be in Europe. There will be sacrifices.”


“Mr. Finer will be there to drive us, Mother,” Gussie reminded her as she collected her notes, preparing to write them more clearly.


“We are letting Mr. Finer go, Gussie,” Mrs. Willard said. Gussie tossed Lawrence a triumphant glance. His expression—somber, deathly pale—corrected her. Her mother was using to let go as a euphemism. “We won’t need Mr. Finer’s assistance. We will be with our own there. The Glenns. The Fitzwilliams. They will help us on our way. Of course, I will write a recommendation, Mr. Finer, before I leave. You have been quite patient with Gussie.”


Stupid, stupid Gussie, Gussie berated herself as she watched him bow, thanking her parents for their generosity. He excused himself, saying he was late for his next lesson, which Gussie knew was not true, and how dare he leave her like that, alone!


They were never alone again. He was not able to advise or help her. Gussie tried to back out of the trip, pointing out the expense and the stress on her dear mother, the loneliness of her poor father, but her parents pushed her forward, called her a will-o’-the-wisp, disliking the way she shifted and changed with the wind. They had made the decision together, and at her instigation, hadn’t they? She must stick to it.


Thus Lawrence was let go a few weeks before the trip began. His absence gave Gussie plenty of time to shop, to pack, to rue the day she had ever heard of Europe. Under her mother’s watchful eye, she sat on the sun-bleached log that had washed up on the beach and stared out to Fisher’s Sound, the Atlantic, the future. After all, this was a determining moment in her life. Whatever she decided would be what she would be: the impoverished wife of a tutor or a sophisticated world traveler and heiress. There was no question. She would come back educated, more of an equal to Lawrence. Because the fact was, sometimes she did not feel in control of her own life with him. She needed Lawrence so desperately. Maybe it was safer to leave. To grow up and be her own woman. By the time she returned, he would have made sufficient money to support them. Thus she convinced herself that leaving him was the right thing to do.





Passing



[image: Images]


As an enormous, blue-gray, amoeba-shaped cloud ate the sun, Gussie dozed on the bench. Emma sat next to her, comforted by the view’s familiarity and her grandmother’s presence. For a moment. Because how be comforted by a view of the past that had such power over the future? How gain succor from a woman whose life appeared to have unfolded as a series of “should-dos,” when that was how Emma felt her own life evolving? Emma did not know. The only thing she knew for certain was that for months—years—she had felt like one of those child’s puzzles in which all the pieces, no matter how you put them, fit, forming amorphous shapes that can be round and whole or reaching out, stretching to the distance but without enough pieces to come back around and join up with the beginning.


The beginning was so far away. When someone else had taken care of what needed to be taken care of. No worries other than the hope for a bedtime story read by her father unfulfilled. The comfort of her mother’s arms around her, tsking that there was nothing to be afraid of, she was there. There, there. Working. Never here. Emma had learned to comfort herself by seeking security from place rather than people. All she wanted was home. A forever home.


Emma looked across the harbor at the house. Once upon a time it had been her forever home. Now? A magnetic repulsion. She pushed it away even as she grasped for it. To reject. To cling. Which action would hold off the rising panic that made it so uncomfortable to sit still? She lifted up her legs onto the bench and hugged her knees. By shrinking physically, she hoped to shrink her breathless discomfort, the growing suspicion that by selling the house and leaving Conner she was doing what her grandmother had done: rejecting what maybe she needed.


Proven the night before.


Conner and she had been reading the newspapers and paying bills at the dining room table. They lived in the house that they had renovated together, the fifth house that Conner had owned in his eleven years living in the same district. The neighbors prided him for having single-handedly “brought up” their neighborhood by buying a house, renovating it, then selling it for enough to buy another house and pay himself a modest salary. To their horror, however, the new assessments were pushing their own homes out of their price range, which had caused Conner to switch his contractor’s cap for one of advocacy for the downtrodden. What sense did it make, he asked, penalizing people for maintaining their property? Tax the rich with their two and three houses, not the poor and middle class. Emma had agreed with him because it was true, and because she preferred flour to plaster dust; if they weren’t renovating the house, she was free to put down her Stanley Wonder Bar and take on more hours at the bakery where she had just started working.


“Who’s Thea?” Conner asked. Emma blinked. A rush of adrenaline. The world in slow motion.


“A friend. Why?”


“She called on the home phone. You must have left your call forwarding on. She said she needs the answer to the question, and that she’ll call back if she doesn’t hear from you.”


“Thanks for the message.” Emma sat up, teary-eyed. “That’s what I love about you, your messages.”


Conner rolled his eyes and then asked, “What’s the question?”


“… Thea’s going to start a studio. Wonders if I’ll help.”


“What kind of studio?”


“Probably yoga. Gymnastics. A little dance. She remembered I have business experience, and I’m athletic.” Emma shrugged. “It might be fun.”


Conner studied her as if debating whether to pursue that line of questioning. Instead, he returned his attention to the paper. “There’s an RV in Lincoln. Do you want to go look at it tomorrow?”


“Excuse me?”


“If we’re going to travel for a year or two, we need a vehicle.”


“No.”


“What do you mean ‘no’? You were totally into the idea last November. You dragged us all over creation looking at RVs.”


“That’s me. Give me a goal, and I’ll get it done,” Emma said, because it was true. The problem being that the goal was sometimes counter to what she wanted. She always forgot to include that in the process, with the consequence being reactions like Conner’s: confusion. Maybe even irritation.


“You wanted to do this, Emma.”


“No. You did.” Emma girded herself, defensive, because she might have given him the impression … When she had come home from Thanksgiving with her family the previous November, the idea of a home on wheels had held an appeal. They would be home no matter where they traveled. Too, if he insisted on selling their newly renovated home, then the movement of the RV would match the anxious pitch of her heart. She’d needed the change over and done with, and so had pursued it with fierce determination. Obsessed, she had spent hours looking up possibilities in the papers, online. He’d had to remind her of their budget: RVs without all the gewgaws. She’d found a good match, but they’d arrived too late: another buyer had shown up, cash down.


Rich people, Emma had cursed. They could have everything they want.


All at the distance of November. Half a year ago. Anything could happen in that amount of time. A person could find her forever home in that amount of time.


“Diesel fumes make me nauseous and generators are too noisy. Besides, I can’t afford to travel.” Emma reached for a pencil, relieved by the excuse. If a person didn’t have the money, there was no choice.


Conner’s chair squeaked as he leaned back and peered at her from beneath his bushy brows. The first time she had seen him, at a wedding of a mutual friend, she had thought he was a troll king. A tank of a man, intimidating, silent, and drop-dead attractive in his tuxedo, though she found him more approachable in his work clothes. She wished they could go back to when he hadn’t known her. She had not felt so threatened, at risk of exposure every moment.


“Where does your money go?” he asked. “You work like a dog but you’re always broke.”


“School loans.”


“Seems crazy to have spent that much on horticulture school and then not use the degree.” Emma didn’t deign to respond. “Do you not remember that we decided last November that it would be fun to take some time, after we sell this house, to drive across the country? A week before Thanksgiving. You agreed. You took the ball and ran with it. You dug up your garden beds, rolled out a new lawn. Better curb appeal, you said. The house would sell faster.”


Emma slouched. Of course she remembered. Only she had tried to forget.


“Why not keep this place?” she asked. Conner frowned at this next apparent hiccup.


“It’s a rat warren, Emma. That’s what you called it the first time you walked in. You said it made you claustrophobic. It’s a huge colonial sieve.”


“We insulated it. It’s comfortable now. The colors are soothing.”


He opened the newspaper to the foreclosures section, making it clear to Emma that he wasn’t in a negotiating mood. “This neighborhood is getting too expensive.”


“You mean safe?” Emma snapped. “Do you miss the bullets flying past your ears?” He didn’t respond. Emma noted how difficult it was to maintain a steady breathing pattern. “I don’t want to sell it, Conner. I’ve gotten attached to this place.”


“Just because you want something doesn’t make you entitled to it. Renovating and selling houses is how I make money.”


“I thought it was different this time because I was helping you. I thought maybe we’d be able to settle in for a while. Why else would I have tolerated all that plaster dust and paint?” He didn’t respond, and a falling sensation came over Emma. “My opinion doesn’t count? I don’t matter?”


“I don’t do settled, Emma. You know that. Settled makes me crazy.”


“You’re always saying how great it would be to come home to a clean house and a cooked dinner.”


“Who’s going to cook and clean? You? You’re home even less than I am.”


Tears welled in her eyes. His words brought into reality what until now had been only a background distraction, something that maintained the ripples in her life, like the waves rolling up on the beach she had used to play in as a child, jumping up and down to keep her waist well above the water. Those waves had apparently been tidal. They had pulled her in, deeper and deeper, and now she was in over her head.


“I’ll buy you out,” she announced. His look of bafflement melted into a bemused smile.


“You just said you don’t have money.”


Emma slapped the table with her palm, resentful and frustrated because it was not fair. All her money was tied up in the family house, which still hadn’t sold.


“Even if you did have money,” he said, “I can’t afford to give you a deal.”


“I don’t want a deal. I’ll be able to pay whatever you want. Just don’t sell it out from under me. I only need a little more time.”


Though maybe she needed more than a little. Who could say? What was supposed to have happened—the immediate sale of the family house to a rich family with four or five children who would enjoy the property as her family had before them and let her visit on occasion—had not. The family had failed to materialize. Worse, no one had even looked at her family home. According to the real estate agent, it was the season. No one buys houses at Christmas time. Nor, apparently, in January, February, or March. Emma had initially priced it at twice the assessed value. (The house and property were unique. To sell it for less was laughable. Stupid. A waste of her inheritance.) After the New Year, her real estate agent had suggested they lower the price from astronomical to reasonable. And still nothing.


“What’s time going to get you, Emma? A lottery ticket? What’s so special about this house all of a sudden?”


“Quiet and calm,” she said, her voice raised, as if louder would have an impact on what felt inevitable. “A sunny breakfast nook. Cozy couches in front of the fireplace.”


“We only have one couch.”


Emma stared at him, taking a moment to think, to realize that she was not describing their Providence house but the house that had been her grandmother’s. She had never noted the likeness before. Both were Sears Catalog houses. Similar layouts. And the paint colors. Emma had chosen the same colors that her grandmother had chosen so many years ago. The main difference was the view, not of the ocean but the backyards of neighbors, and the sounds, not seagulls and foghorns but sirens, traffic, and garbage trucks. “If I stay here, I’ll be able to focus on what I need to be doing.”


“What’s that?”


Emma stared at him, stymied.


“I don’t know. That’s what I have to figure out. What I’m doing with my life.” Emma reached for her datebook, stared at it. Nothing had changed. She’d had four months to “figure herself out.” Four months of constant motion. Denial. Avoidance of Thea’s offer. Emma’s outrage at Thanksgiving had died back down to helplessness and resignation. She had no control over her own life. She was the same as ever, and why did nothing change? The ship’s clock chimed. “Look at all the to-dos I haven’t done. All those papers that still need filing. I need to slow down, Conner, not drive across the country. I’ll never accomplish anything if I don’t sit still.”


Conner studied her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear his response. In fact, she knew she didn’t. He reached for her hand as if that would soften his words.


“Everything you do keeps you from sitting still, Emma. What are you avoiding? You were excited about the RV trip. You said the distance would give you perspective on your life, remember? It would help you to see what you were missing. The fact is, Emma, you keep distracting yourself wherever you are, and then … it’s as if you expect success to come to you. You have to stick to something and work at it if you’re going to succeed.”


“Don’t be sanctimonious.” Emma stood up and went over to the counter to deadhead her geraniums. “I know what hard work is.”


“I know you do. You trained for a marathon and then stopped fifty feet from the finish line because someone was about to pass you. As soon as anything gets challenging, you give up, and then wonder why you feel like a failure. It’s as if some terrible flaw is going to appear. If you’d only think what—”


“I do think.” Emma tossed the floral flakes into the compost bin. The inflection of her voice sounded to her just like her Aunt Livy. She wished she could go back to Livy’s house and have tea with her and chat. Was that too much to ask?


“Mumpsimus,” Conner said. “It’s a good word, isn’t it? ‘Some be too styff in their old Mumpsimus, others be too busy and curious in their newe Sumpsimus.’ Henry the Eighth’s Christmas speech.”


Emma glared over at him.


“I don’t know what it means,” she said.


“An erroneous notion clung to.”


Emma scoffed. “Where do you pick up this stuff?”


“I read a lot and have excellent retention. Emma, you have a way of looking at things and won’t change them. As if change will kill you. You create a world, full of rules, then live there, trapped.”


“You should talk. You’ve rules, too.”


“But I make them consciously. I know I’m hyperkinetic and that I have to use up my excess energy or I’ll go a little bit crazy. I need to keep things just so because it’s the way I get through a day. I like things to happen the way they are supposed to happen. If they don’t, I’ll have a bad day and I don’t like having bad days. Like that cabinet over there. The door is lopsided. I’ve been staring at it all night, thinking I’m going to have to fix it before I go to bed. Which means I’ll be up—”


“I know how you are,” Emma snapped. From their first conversation, she had known. He presented facts, step by step, with absolute confidence and an almost childlike naïveté. He held no nuances. Mathematical to a fault, he looked at a situation and took it for its face value. Just so, he was who and what he was. Honest. Hardworking. Exacting. Endearing. By the end of their second date, she couldn’t imagine not having him to guide her. “My point is, you’re as unwilling to change. You won’t even consider staying still.”


He looked at her with his direct stare, his blue-gray eyes taking her in, assessing her words and whether they lined up with the facts.


“You’re right, Emma. We both do the same thing, over and over. The difference is that you’re surprised that you get the same result.”


“You’re the surprised one.” Emma flushed to tears. “I’m the same as when we met. I haven’t changed.”


After a pause long enough to suggest that he thought otherwise, or that maybe change would be a good thing, he said, “It’s as if you’re on an elevator that goes only from the tenth floor to the penthouse, never below. You never slow down, go deep. I hardly know you.”


“You aren’t alone,” Emma said. She returned her attention to the checkbook. She added six and five and carried the one. “Someone left a box of hissing cockroaches on the sidewalk. Upside down. We’re going to be invaded.”


“They aren’t hardy,” Conner said.


“What is that supposed to mean?” Emma asked, insulted by his insinuation that she couldn’t deal with life’s challenges.


“Hissing cockroaches are from Madagascar,” Conner said. “They don’t survive cold.”


“If they come into the house, they won’t be cold. Wingless, three-inch monsters.” He didn’t respond, leaving her uncertain of what to say. Her heart fluttered. His silence suggested rejection. What if selling the house were his way of saying good-bye? “Well, as Gram once said, the best families have cockroaches.” Still no response. Panic warmed her chest. She looked around the kitchen. What would she do without Conner to help her wash the dishes and clean the house when she was overwhelmed by clutter? And at night? All by herself? She would have to stay indoors once the sun set. The problem being, where would indoors be without the house?


The phone rang. Conner got up from the table.


“I suppose cockroaches are better than Monitor lizards,” Emma said to his back.


“Monitor lizards eat cockroaches,” he replied.


“I’m not home,” Emma said as he answered the phone.


“Emma isn’t home,” he said in response to the caller’s inquiry. A pause. “This is her fiancé.” Emma relaxed. He still thought of himself as attached. He even admitted their engagement to a stranger. He nodded. Looked at Emma. Frowned. Turned his back.


“Okay. I’ll tell her. Her house is being shown tomorrow.”


Emma knocked over her chair running to grab the phone from him. She took the rest of the call from her real estate agent, trying to ignore Conner standing next to her, as the agent told her a woman had looked at the house for her boyfriend, who wanted to see it. If the land passed inspection, he would make a cash offer with no contingencies, and wouldn’t it be nice to have so much money? The lurch of reality. A sense of doom. Emma hung up the phone.


“What house?” Conner’s voice was clipped. Emma’s vision tunneled. Her self seemed to pitch forward.


“… Gram’s house. Mine. Across from Poquatuck Village. The taxes are killer. That’s why I’m always broke.”


Conner stared at her. She wondered why he didn’t say anything, and why she had said so much, though she knew. Why not tell all? The subterfuge was over.


“And you’re selling the house,” he finally said. “Which is how you’d have money to buy this one.”


“If it sells. The guy tomorrow is the first person to look at it and it’s been on the market for ages. I can’t believe that no one has snapped it up.” Emma hesitated because her disbelief at that moment was more that someone might buy it, and then what? “Waterfront property doesn’t come up very often anymore. I radically lowered the price a couple of months ago. You know what they say: there are houses for sale and people who want to sell houses? I didn’t want to sell before. I was asking for twice the assessed value.”


“Which is?” Conner interrupted. Emma couldn’t bring herself to tell him exactly.


“Over a million. Maybe two. So, I’ll be rich if this guy buys it. I’ll be able to buy this place.” Emma tried to laugh, make light of her words. Judging by his expression, Conner wasn’t amused. She changed tactics. “I didn’t tell you I owned it because men find it threatening to be with women who have money. Or you might have stayed with me just for my money. I’m one of those people you hate because they have money they didn’t earn. You wouldn’t have given me a second look.”


“The only reason I’ve ever said anything about money is because you go on socialist rants about greed and immorality. I don’t care how much money a person has. I accept people as they are.”


“And how am I?”


“Apparently, I’ve no idea.”


To fill the void created when he pulled back, his face expressing doubt rather than trust—hurt, not confidence and acceptance—she said in an unconvincing voice, “We could always move there after we sell this place. People would kill to own that house.”


“People don’t kill for houses.”


“Some do.”


“Most don’t.”


“Whatever. A lot of people would like to have my luck. They wouldn’t have to work. They could enjoy life, instead of it being a chore.”


“Do you enjoy life, Emma? It seems as if life is a chore for you.” Emma held her breath because he was right, and what she needed was the reassurance of his arms around her, for him to help her. Instead, his tone of voice kept her at a distance. “You race around free, scheduling your time down to the last minute, and don’t allow for any breaks, as if by doing all the time you’ll somehow justify your existence. You take a Renaissance art class but get irritated by all the Christs and Marys, then sign up for a family tree course that you don’t bother to attend. And your garden. It was going to save the world until you dug it up last November without a second thought. Nothing seems to matter to you. You get no satisfaction out of anything, Emma. That’s not a life most people would kill for. Why did you lie to me? I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about a house.”


At which point Emma left him. She went upstairs to bed, where she lay much like a snake, coiling tighter and tighter because she felt threatened. Her skin prickled. Shamed, she listened to Conner washing the dishes, fixing the cabinet door. A deathly silence suggested to her that he was looking at the things that she had brought into their lives, claiming to have picked them up for a song at yard sales: her grandmother’s French Provençal sideboard and Ming Dynasty fire screen; Livy’s thumbnail-sized ivory elephant; her grandfather’s Georgian oak desk with drawers, full of seashells, that she opened on occasion just to smell her past. A past of privilege that Conner despised because he believed it was better to live in virtuous poverty than in undeserved wealth.


Or was it her who believed that?


How dare believe anything else? Wasn’t that why she kept busy, never sitting still? To somehow earn what she had? Incessant movement had become her way of life because to be still suggested laziness. And failure. And just below failure, at the core of her, shame. Conner was right. She was avoiding something with all her busyness and distraction. She had to avoid the fact that, with all the opportunities her privilege afforded her, she had never accomplished what she had set out to do. She had worked so hard as a girl to be good enough, only to find out that she wasn’t. The mortification of that failure created a fear of failing again, and a sense of having no ability to overcome that fear. She was left only with what had been given to her, and a hope that self-flagellation and relentless activity might mitigate the risk that came with her good fortune: that of losing it. Because without it, what was left?


The rustling of papers. The sliding open of file cabinets. Conner was doing the filing she had avoided for months. Emma sat up in bed wide-eyed—not with gratitude, but rage. Resentment of his organization and calm counterbalanced the mortification of her incapacities and hypocrisy. Exposed, she rejected. Another self-preservation tactic: better to attack than to explore the raw fear of needing. She needed Conner, which meant, according to her circuitous logic, that he would leave her. Unless she left him first.


She decided she would return to the family home. For the same reason she always had: to hide there. Protected. In the way prisoners are protected in their cells. And, like a prisoner, terrified of what life would be if she were freed.


When Conner got into bed, they lay silent, back to back, until Emma couldn’t bear it anymore. She turned around.


“Do you not want to sell this place?” she asked. He didn’t respond. “If you want to stay, it’s fine with me. It’s not too late to keep it.”


“We’re moving on, Emma. Just like you said you wanted to when we discussed this months ago.”


A hot flush of horror overwhelmed Emma.


“You would have stayed? If I had said I wanted to stay? Is it my fault?”


“Yes, it is your fault,” he snapped. She cringed, having hoped for a denial and words of comfort. Instead? “You keep changing the rules. As if you have no clue that others might count on you, or be affected. I don’t like surprises, Emma. I invested all my resources in this house and in our relationship. When I brought up the idea of selling this place, your only response was to say you were going to your family’s for Thanksgiving, and then you ripped up the garden. I figured you didn’t care. Not about this place. Maybe not about me. And then you started on the RV. We spent weeks researching possible road trips in a goddamned RV, the idea of which is anathema to me. Surprises around every corner, but that’s what you wanted. I’ve thrown everything up in the air for you, and now I find out you have some mansion, not an hour’s drive from here, that I know nothing about. You’ve taken no risks, invested nothing. Everything I thought you were, I’m not sure of anymore. I can’t trust you. I have to get up early in the morning, even if you don’t. Good night.”


A deadening silence fell on the room. Both curled themselves into self-contained balls. He didn’t trust her? She couldn’t blame him. She didn’t trust herself, the despicable she who had deceived him. Though he was wrong about one thing. She had risked with him. She had risked by daring, one last time, to commit to another person, to trust him with her self. She had been whatever he wanted her to be. She had spent months sledgehammering, lugging sheet-rock, plastering, and painting. Working for his approval. Wanting what he wanted—which, it turned out, was what she wanted. The problem being, she hadn’t known that. And now? It was over, and what was life but a long, frightening stretch of nothing?


As she lay there next to Conner, she sought safety. Past fantasies, people, places. Anything that might comfort her until she fell asleep. She dreamed she was going to her grandmother’s. To the house. She ran down circuitous paths. Familiar, yet alien. Everything overgrown. The vines catching her clothes, chasing her, encircling her. She had to get to the house. But when at last she did, it was locked. Dark and empty. She had returned too late and it began to rain. Her arms became tree limbs, her legs its trunk and roots.


Emma woke in a sweat. Conner snored gently, his eyes moving rapidly under their lids. She forced herself up. An old habit. Action and activity to avoid … discomfort. Pulling her suitcase out from under the bed, she removed a pink binder, which she left on the kitchen table for Conner to find. She ran out of the house and down to the train station, where she caught the next south bound train.


Thus, Conner’s discovery of Emma’s deception had precipitated her homecoming. Though this homecoming was different. This time, she knew her return was not the answer. Something had to change, because Conner was right about another thing: people wouldn’t kill for her life. Though they might die of it.
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