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(State Your Wish Three Times)

First time she saw it, the place was all in her head.

Made up. Dreamed up. Conjured up. Invented from necessity, much in the way a convict or a hostage or an inpatient imagines for sanity’s sake a longed-for land of peaceful existence.

She wasn’t in jail, or bound in a madman’s cave, or bedridden in some cheerfully named long-term health care facility. She was simply in crisis. Though I guess I shouldn’t use the word simply, because that squashes her situations and emotions down to pocket size. And what she had endured and how all of it left her feeling had the dimensions of one of those supertankers so mammoth that it can never come directly into port because no port anywhere in the world is huge enough. That’s how enormously bad you can feel when the hand of fate suddenly decides your existence is a carnival game, and pays a buck to pitch a trio of baseballs at a pyramid of milk bottles representing your world. One. Two. Three in a row. Right on target and with speed worthy of a multimillion-dollar contract in the majors, there goes life as you know it.

Due to circumstances beyond your employer’s control, you lose your job.

Due to circumstances beyond his SUV’s controls, your husband loses his life.

Due to circumstances beyond anybody’s control—because who was ever able to control her?—your daughter announces that the only parent who ever truly loved her is now gone, therefore she has become an orphan, good-bye, and she is lost as well.

Then comes far too much time and solitude in which to shuffle around a silent home trying to figure out the following: If I am not their employee anymore, if I am not his wife any longer, if I am not her mother, who am I?

A year and six months ago, in a very pointy sliver-span of two weeks, as the final leftover slice of her forty-third birthday cake sat still fresh in a triangular Tupperware vacuum, that trio of tragedies blindsided my friend Gina Stebbins. Hounded by reality each moment she was awake, she found rest only through a combination of five milligrams of Ambien from her GP and a trip to a place deep inside her imagination. A simple, peaceful, chiaroscuro Thomas Kinkade-ish cottage by the sea was her destination. And if this smacked of the type of place to which every falling-apart woman ever featured on the Lifetime Channel has crawled for renewal, Gina couldn’t have cared less. She’d felt a connection to the ocean and to cottages since childhood, when the first two weeks of every July found her and her parents up in New Hampshire, tucked into a rented green-and-white efficiency on K Street, a plastic sand pail’s throw from the Coleman-cooler-paved sands of Hampton Beach.

So the ocean was where Gina imagined herself living when things in her head got to be too much. This particular ocean she thought of as being somewhere far away, at the edge of an unnamed hilly countryside washed the green of steamed asparagus. In the remote village sprouting from all that chlorophyll, a few cozy pastel-colored buildings standing shoulder to shoulder formed the uncomplicated heart. The soul of Gina’s dream place was located just up the road, where waves the shade of iris petals unrolled like bolts of trader ship silk onto a smooth-stone beach, their unbroken rhythm matching the blessedly slowed-down breath of her newly re-created life. In her imaginings, Gina always began with a walk through the village, past the cottage, then down to the beach, believing that once she got to the sea, everything would begin to change for the better.

The second time she saw it was on newsprint. A few pages into the Sunday paper’s fat travel section. In a full-page ad that, via antiquated pen-and-ink font, extended to her and all other prospective visitors a total of “One Hundred Thousand Welcomes!” Below that big tally was a color photo—of the very same village Gina had made up for herself when the fast and bruising tumble of her tragedies had begun. Amazingly, the picture bore all the correct details: single road, wide stream to one side, seven pastel buildings on the other, with hardly a gap between. There were three small, boxy cars parked along the curb, and crossing the bridge that spanned the foreground stream, a group of fit and backpacked walkers headed in the direction of the Mecca horizon, toward the green, the green—all that green painted across a sloping meadow that led to the hard amethyst line of the ocean.

This was the place in her head.

Imagine seeing a photo of something after knowing it only in your dreams. Not once had Gina given even a thought about its existence—that she might have lifted the location from somebody’s travel album or the setting of a movie she’d long forgotten. So deeply familiar was the picture that at first it was a bit frightening for her to believe that this very village, this ocean could be out there in reality. If she were some kind of psychic, she might have handled this in stride. But Gina was like most of us mortals, and could not see into the future much beyond knowing there would be someone at the front door when the bell rang. So the photograph was a huge shock that had her setting down the travel section and slowly walking backward across the kitchen to stand at the counter and nervously jiggle the lever of her once busy four-slot toaster while she worked up the courage to return to the table to check if the image were still on the page. And when she did, it was.Was there, in front of her eyes, and, according to the ad copy, a mere three thousand miles from her home. “A World Away” is how that was put by the Tourist Board, which had recorded her dream place on film, had printed the picture where she could find it, and was inviting her there—at a preseason discount, yet, if she reserved a ticket within the next thirty days.

The third time she saw it, she stood on a hill three thousand miles from her home the midafternoon of the first day of the wildest thing she had ever done in her life. An action put into motion that Sunday two months before, when Gina had precisely pressed the digits for the 800 number and told the Tourist Board reservations specialist that she gladly would accept all those advertised welcomes—on the condition that the location of the village in the photograph be revealed. The reservations specialist said she would do her best, and then actually did, because the same day Gina received her plane ticket, she found in the mail a separate envelope bearing a map compliments of the Tourist Board, some member of which had taken the time to highlight in red marker the route from the airport to the coast and to the place in her head, the place in the photograph, a place bearing the house-pet name of Booley.

So Booley is what Gina stood above that May afternoon as the bus that had delivered her from the airport to an unmarked intersection of two lonely dirt roads fumed away, and after the full hour of pop music that had rained unabated from the ceiling speakers, she reveled in the silence. Now all was quiet as Gina looked down at the tiniest and most beauteous corner of the world, the one she believed held the great promise of being all she ever would need.

Others were of the mind-set that Gina needed something totally different. When she’d met with them to announce her plans to spend an undetermined amount of time in a village she’d spotted in the newspaper, Gina’s puzzled circle of women friends had offered less drastic alternatives to what they saw as running away: A new hobby. A new religion. A new career. A support group. Prozac. Paxil. Elavil. Atavan. Alcohol. Pot. Ecstasy, just once. A man, more than once. Maybe a few men a whole bunch of times. How about volunteering to teach her many business skills to new immigrants? How about raising funds for a charity that assisted women who had it so bad in their marriages that if their husbands died they’d be throwing ten parties? How about buying a stack of fashion magazines and bringing them to the teen shelter in Springfield as an icebreaker that might lead to conversations helpful to the wayward residents, who might never have known a mother’s true love? Gina listened to all of this. But her mind was made up. She knew what she needed. And now she knew where to find it.

In her head, she’d located this village easily, having traveled there more and more often since her life had become a foreign thing, mentally heading for the door just as the sharp-clawed bearers of deep despair began crawling across her idle mind. Bedside light snapped off, she’d flip to her right side, pull the covers over her head, create the essential breathing tunnel, and soon she’d be walking the beach, purchasing her breakfast bread, waving to the neighbors, drinking her morning tea, then closing behind her the rose-entwined gate to her rose-entwined cottage and walking to the ocean, where she’d soak in the peace that comes from finally knowing you are where you are meant to be, and through that, your true identity.

Right now, somewhere down this hill, Gina felt, that knowledge awaited. And the only thing left between her and it was the single street that ran through Booley, which on this gray but dry spring Wednesday showed no signs of life. From the hilltop, it appeared almost as it had in the travel section, as it had in her head. Quiet, still,muted ochre and pink and blue, even more silent minus the life spark of the hikers and only one car in view, rather than three, a squarish dull orange thing parked halfway down the cluster of buildings. A tan dot of a dog lolled in the road. Smoke levitated sleepily above a couple of chimneys. Gina’s eye followed the pavement up as it threaded through an Astroturf-colored meadow and then to the massive span of sea, the hugeness of which actually gave her a start. She’d been studying the village so intensely, but just beyond that lay an entire ocean—bigger than the world, it seemed, and certainly more than large enough to bear all she was seeking. Anticipating her arrival, it had dressed for the occasion, dark midnight-sapphiry-purplish and tinsels of disco ball sparkles as it pitched forward a serious succession of surf-movie-sized breakers. She watched one crash, then the next, and the next, holding her breath as if the waves were at her feet on this dirt intersection rather than on a beach a mile away. Then Gina did what she was there to do:Wanting to stand still not a second longer, and despite already feeling she’d gone under for the last time, she dove deeper, into the unknown.

And how do I know all this?

Well, the whole time, I was right behind her.


Knot

Bond, Pact, Friendship
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(State Your Wish Three Times)

I was there with Gina, ready to descend into Booley. But for none of the same reasons.

I had no husband to veer helplessly off the interstate and into the Dave’s Soda and Pet Food City-sponsored “spay and neuter” billboard at the same moment I was in our bedroom turning his fabric-softened briefs right side out so he wouldn’t have to bother with that pesky detail in the morning rush of dressing. I had no freaky eighteen-year-old to hurl her poisonous verbal spears through my already aching soul before declaring me totally unnecessary and moving away. What I did have was the same boss as Gina, the man who only days before she was to suffer her other two losses returned from a most unpleasant downsizing meeting with his own bosses to instantly lay off both our hardworking asses. I know the economy stinks, but I feel I’ll eventually find a job in my field. At least I don’t have to also deal with the loss of my spouse, my child, and my sanity. I retain a car dealer’s handshake of a grip on the last thing on that list. So every day for the year and a half since Gina’s world began cracking apart I’ve been there to remind her that, well, I am there for her.

I’m no mental health professional. I’m only her best friend—if I may use that schoolgirl term for a bond between two grown women. And all I could do was generously spray the Bactine of my most sincere intentions onto the compound fractures she’d suffered from the ending of her dozen-year career as efficient manager of the outlet store at the Trim-True Sewing Notions mill, her twenty-two years as devoted wife of Norm Stebbins, and her eighteen as caring mother of Montessori-schooled trilingual World Economic Summit protester Gennifer, who for some reason during tenth grade replaced the J in her name with a G. I’m not bragging, just stating plain fact, when I tell you it was I who got Gina to her feet, to the kitchen table, to the lines on the forms for all the legalities awaiting those who find themselves in the left-behind boots of the bereaved. To the unemployment office I drove her. To the insurance company. To the lawyer and the investment counselor. To the plant-funded career coach, to the insurance-approved psychotherapist, to the free Thursday night relaxation and meditation course the hospital was offering to those already enrolled in the free Tuesday night widows/widowers’ Open Arms Grief Circle. So it was only natural that I sprang into action again after she spotted the travel ad, locating a house sitter, informing the various service companies and utilities, packing her bags, and reserving a limo-van ride to the international airport.

The first Monday in March, when I’d stopped by her house to present a pair of the hopeful two-for-one spring bouquets the Grand Z had been offering those who carried its shopping club card, I found Gina at Norm’s desk, studying maps and brochures and making many notes on red-lined STEBBINS, LPC scratch paper. I stood crinkling the floral wrap in an effort to get her attention, and she finally looked up, but only to ask me to wait a second, and after standing there for more than a few seconds, I went off to locate vases, arrange the two bouquets, place one in the kitchen and the other in her bedroom so when Gina awoke, hopeful new blossoms would be her first sight. I went on to the regular tasks that since Trim-True and all had become my new job. I’d become an assistant of sorts, paid with gratitude, and with regular envelopes of cash Gina said was for mileage, but that would have been true only if the going rate were five dollars per. I retrieved the mail, checked the due dates of the bills and stacked them in sequence, started a load of darks, inventoried the pantry to determine her shopping list, and then returned to the den, and to the desk, to Gina, still engaged. It was heartening to see her involved in writing something other than condolence acknowledgments, so before leaving I made my usual offer: “Remember—if there’s anything I can do …,” and instead of her usual hollow-eyed nod, Gina spoke: “Sophie, I’m going away. For a long, long time. Come with me.” Then came the kicker: “I’ll pay for everything.”

I said yes without even asking the first letter of our destination. A teenhood of travel had installed in me a jones for new places.My favorite aunt had married into a family that towed a caravan of fried dough trailers to festivals and fairs. So I’d spent summers twelve through nineteen lowering baskets of flaccid dough into a roiling, seldom-changed grease bath, undoubtedly contributing to countless heart conditions eventually to be suffered by customers living along the thousands of miles we’d travel between New England and the banks of the slow Mississippi, up to the woodsy Canadian border and as far down into the very warm South as you could get before you started spotting those creepy billboards announcing “You Are Entering Klan Country.” The circuit also gave me my first big romance. I spent the final two summers sleeping next to Al Turcotte in the cab bunk of the metallic red 18-wheeler with which he hauled around the country “The Largest Rat Known to Mankind, Ever.” Exactly as Betsy the Psychic had predicted one week before that final Labor Day on the road (and on her dime because she thought it was very important that I know), Al would prove reluctant to commit to the year-round relationship I had been counting on enjoying now that I’d graduated high school. Because Betsy was some form of the real deal, spookily on target about fetus gender, biopsy results, and the last two digits of the nightly number whenever we were in the state of Illinois, I’d staggered from her tent to fall into a nest of clown laundry and sob out all the plans I’d dared to make for a life in the navigator’s seat of a rat truck.

So from that I had a fraction of a sense of how shattering it could be to lose a man. But I had no experience that would qualify me to say to Gina, as so many others had the nerve to tell her in the wake line, “I know how you feel.” Though it had been a long time since any contact with Al Turcotte, I had no reason not to believe he was still up and around on this God’s earth, chauffeuring a new generation of Guinness Book rodents. The only portions of Norm Stebbins still above ground were Gennifer’s DNA and a couple of corneas on a formerly legally blind stranger whose letter of thanks Gina had yet to bring herself to read. So four months after the day she signed the documents permitting what the doctor called the harvest of said corneas, Gina was wearing a genuine smile as she told me about a very weird coincidence—her nightly mind walk to the ocean and the appearance of a travel ad on her kitchen table—and how maybe if she visited this place, how maybe if she were in totally different surroundings, she might start to figure things out, and I said, “Go. I don’t care where this place is. If you think it’s going to help you, go.”

I’d honestly felt that some trip like this just might be good for her. Plus, hey, it couldn’t hurt me, either. It had been a while since I’d gone anywhere—more than nine years since I’d visited any place that required a passport, map, guidebook, foreign currency or research on-line, where, the day Gina invited me, I consulted Google only to find these brief sentences: “Booley is in a remote area of great natural beauty. A walking trail along the edge of the sea. A holy well of minor note. Budget-minded visitors welcome at Diamond’s Hostel.”

I then entered Booley into Dogpile. Into Yahoo! Into Excite and Netscape and Whaddayawant. There wasn’t much else to be learned. Another brief mention of the walking trail. And then: “There will be little in Booley to hold your interest. Continue on.”

I believed the opposite. That in Booley, every single thing would hold fascination. To Gina, at least. I ended up pleased that reviews were sparse and not overly enthusiastic. The fewer who knew about Booley, the better. After all, it was my best friend’s Mecca, and, as her loyal supporter, I was guarding it already.

The suggestion to continue on must have been taken by most travelers. Not a single Samsonite-stacked rental rolled past, and none of the sweaty walkers from the Tourist Board ad strode by. Except for being trailed for a short while by a swiftly trotting coffee-colored terrier that appeared overscheduled for the afternoon, we had the road to ourselves as we made our way down, the only sound being the ground slap of the boots the L.L.Bean sales associate had made us promise to break in on a series of lengthy hikes prior to starting our journey. We drove home to wear them once to the mailbox and a couple times to Costco. And again that day. Which was maybe the longest distance Gina and I had walked in any type of footwear since a few years back, when we attended the grand opening of the addition to the Holyoke Mall at Ingleside, a project that made the already mammoth consumer destination so much more gargantuan that a DisneyWorld-like monorail had been built to shuttle exhausted shoppers from one end of the complex to the other.

But the walk down to Booley was no Muzaked mall stroll. There was no Abercrombie & Fitch, no Victoria’s Secret. Fresh manure rather than fresh-from-the-oven Cinnabons thickened the air. There was, in a word, nothing—if you were looking for the man-made, that is. I’m only guessing this, though, because I couldn’t really see too far. On either side of the road, thick hedges rose seven or eight feet, pink with tight buds of what looked like the fuchsia I buy each summer to hang from the hook on my garage. Here the plants were free, and taller than your adolescent paperboy. Overrunning, unchecked. Tough woody bushes—trees, almost—rather than the frost-fearing succulent variety I knew. I touched a bud that eventually would transform into the same sweet bell shape I was used to seeing.

“Aren’t these beautiful?”

Ahead of me, Gina had her head tossed back, arms flung out, and was spinning in the middle of the road. The weight of her backpack threw her off center and I ran to catch her.

“Steady, Julie Andrews.”

Intoxicated by the moment, she shook me off and continued, wobbling, downhill. “Things are going to happen here,” she called back. I didn’t get what she was talking about, but I didn’t care. All I knew was that Gina was the happiest I’d seen her in eighteen months. “I just know it!” she was calling from farther down now. “I cannot wait for this! Change!”

“What?”

“Change! I’m just so sick and tired of being who I am. Aren’t you?”

I didn’t answer. Because on that day I really couldn’t think of anybody else I’d prefer to be. Sure, I was unemployed, and I technically had no home. But that first thing now seemed like a positive, and that second thing had been my happy choice. Upon Gina’s invitation to Booley, I’d emptied my apartment and placed all my stuff in storage, in preparation for a late-summer move-in with my boyfriend, Charlie St. Jean, who was at my door the once a month his actuarial-ing brought him from his office in the Midwest to the company headquarters in Hartford, one state below mine. In a few months, he would be at my door daily—and after turning his own key, he’ll be inside my door. Our door. Because except when away on his frequent business trips, my home would be his. The next time I unlock unit number 26 at College Road Storage, Charlie St. Jean will be next to me, ready to load my earthly belongings into a $19.99-a-day U-Haul and drive it to a larger, newly selected and shared threshold. So I had a great man, a great friend, great health, and really, what more could I ask for? Rather than getting cut off at the knees by the fact I’d hit the traditionally dreaded age of thirty, I was looking forward to a bright new start with a guy whose cornball monologues about Kismet I scarfed down the way a starving turnpike driver might devour an overpriced box of gas station Crunch ’n Munch. At a time in my life when nearly everyone I knew was on antidepressants and in therapy and off to rehab after securing a restraining order, I was gliding along the smooth rail of psychology textbook normalcy. Actually content. Lucky. Just look at me that day. Most people, when asked a favor by a grieving friend, must do something totally dreadful—identify a mangled body or select a casket or yank the plug on the life support while the nurse is off checking his soul patch in the lavatory mirror. Me? I got a free summer in a cool foreign country.

I did wish change for Gina, though. Had done that since her troubles began. After every found penny, every streetlight suddenly gone black, every happy bluebird that swooped through my yard in heartening post-DDT resurgence, I used the allotted wishes for her. And maybe this, here, Booley, would be the start of them being answered. A break for Gina. Some peace. Maybe an adventure. A new view of life. I did a shin-splintering downhill jog to catch up just as she reached the bottom of the road. And there it was in front of us, glowing like a miniature Oz:

Booley.

She’d arrived.

The gateway, the stone bridge, turned out to span a mere and clear trickle. But the river’s wide muddy bed and its banks of downstream-leaning vegetation testified that it could kick up to a good depth when it felt like it. At the end of the bridge, a neatly painted blue-on white sign nailed to a utility pole pointed across the street to announce the LAST RESTAURANT BEFORE AMERICA. Gina set her right foot onto the bridge and I expected to hear the tearing of newspaper as we entered the photo. But there was only the sound of almost virgin Vibram meeting pavement.

“I’m here,” Gina said, only a little louder than if she were merely thinking the fact.

“You are,” I said. “And without a single plan except to just be.”

“And without a single problem,” Gina said, staring down the road. She touched my arm to make sure she had my attention and said, “See? This is what I dreamed. Being somewhere totally unconnected to home. You come to a place you’ve never been, and it’s like you’re being born. This town has no record of me, except for my footprints as I stand here. I don’t know my way around, I haven’t said a word to anyone, haven’t placed any of my belongings down—everything is new. There are no memories, nothing bad …”

I could see she was deflating a little, so I got out my ever-ready pom-poms. “Nothing good, either,” I told her, “if we don’t cross this bridge and actually get to the ocean. We get there, good will start to happen.”

“Change,” Gina said, nodding, repeating. “Change.”

She began walking again, determinedly, and, like a Geo Metro caught in the pulling wake of a tandem tractor trailer, I followed. We moved down the main road. Past the unnamed little stone restaurant with its vined entryway abutting that of what the sign announced was Attracta’s, a little golden cottage with a roof of thick golden thatch sloped low over the windows like Jane Fonda’s Kluteerabangs. I guessed it to be a weaver’s studio, since its front window gave a view of a nearly room-sized wooden loom. Next was a thin alley and then a white cement house, the front of which bore a long blue sign on which E. DOLAN had been lettered. A separate green metal one announced AN POST. The cottage’s windows and glass door were heavily decaled: LOTTO, Club Orange, HB Cornetto, eircom callcard, the Independent on Sunday, ESB Pay HERE! Flo Gas, and a cartoon of a winged monster energized by a drop of Lucozade. Many signs, but few of life. As if on cue, a woman maybe my own age stepped from the grocery store with a broom to sweep the three or four already clean cement steps. She wore a jail-ish black-and-white-striped T-shirt, red sweatpants, and ankle-high red Reeboks, and her thick black hair was a severe buzz cut that swirled at the crown into a golden tipped rooster comb projection. She smiled and nodded, and Gina and I smiled and nodded. Our first Booley resident. I gave an enthusiastic “Hello!” and she returned a cheery “Howya,” and then turned and popped back inside like one of those little figures in a fancy ancient town square clock announcing another hour has begun.

E. Dolan gave way to Quinn’s, a long and low building, also white, with a line of green and yellow churchy stained-glass windows and a jutting entryway with a big heavy door, an iron chain its handle. I had no idea what part Quinn’s played in this village, because its one sign bore only the name. Then I spotted a row of metal kegs stacked three high at the far corner of the building. Quinn’s … Bar. Bar/rental agent. Mrs. Quinn the rental agent to whom the Tourist Board had directed Gina for long-term accommodations in Booley.

“Hey!” This got her to turn around. “Here’s where we pick up the key!”

Gina halted, looked at the door and its hardware. Nodded.

“C’mon. Let’s toast our arrival!”

“After we get to the ocean,” Gina said, starting up again. “We see the ocean first.”

There were only two more businesses before the center of commerce ended. The one standing just before the final building was big and yellow and two stories, a relative skyscraper with a door at the center over which a long rectangle of wood was painted with the words FINOLA O’ FLYNN. A sandwich board with uneven lettering and many words was propped on the sidewalk. A smooth-coated terrier the shade of the lighter of Kraft’s caramel squares—possibly the same dog that had passed Gina and me earlier—snoozed on its side beneath the inverted V made by the boards that explained Finola O’Flynn was where you could purchase “Locally handcrafted jewelry and other handcrafts crafted locally.” I peered through the first window to find a curly-haired man hunched and assembling jewelry. The table before him was covered with small boxes and dishes and cups of beads separated by size, color, shape, three-dimensional paint he worked from as he reached nearly without looking to take two or three and add them to what he was stringing. To his right was a wood stove, and the wall beyond was porcupined with nails bearing dozens of beaded bracelets and earrings and necklaces. The rest of the space was a storeroom jumble of books and T-shirts and CDs and big cardboard boxes. “What a mess,” I whispered, but there was no Gina to hear me. As if motorized, she was already far down the road, well past downtown Booley’s final building, a small and squarish pink thing, its front yard bearing picnic table, trash can, and phone booth.

I let her stay in the lead. She nearly loped, a woman on a mission, heading along the center of pavement that was breaking away to gravel, then to dirt, which was when she stepped to the left of the Mohawk of grass springing from the center and pressed on. Up a muddy little hill, right, left, then down toward the great throat-grabbing expanse of water. Twenty minutes or so and we passed a cottage on the left, then a few fields, another lone cottage, more fields, a few more, and that is when we saw it. I blinked, and wondered if a mirage could happen in a place that is the opposite of a desert. Because there was the cottage from Gina’s brain. Just as she’d described, right up to the approach.

As she’d told me over and again, it was set on a small rise that arced sharply like the highest crest of a wave the second before it breaks. Small and white and boxy, wearing a black slate roof, the place was surrounded by a stubborn-looking waist-high white cement wall that looked serious about keeping it from straying. Tall vertical rectangular windows flanked each side of the red front door like widely opened cartoon eyes. An iron gate was closed across the graveled driveway entrance, and several feet from the front door, a smaller one interrupted the cement wall to allow you onto the front walk. A heart shape had been worked into the center of the bars. I wanted to call out to Gina, but she didn’t need any extra amazement. She was standing at the gate, reaching out a hand. As if the cottage were only a soap bubble, she stopped within inches of touching the iron. Next to her then, I said an unnecessary and slow “I cannot believe this.” Her reply was a much shorter and much slower “Holy shit!” Then there were several minutes spent treading a soup of awe and puzzlement. I expected the occupants to swing open the tall red door and ask who the hell we were. But there was no door opening, no human in sight, no sound but a thin wind, and waves making landfall. And Gina, again, wondering why she hadn’t gone into specifics when talking to the rental agent. “If I’d asked for a cottage, we could have had a place like this. Can you imagine living here?”

“Well, I know that you can. Want me to knock?”

Gina’s answer was to step back a few feet and get a gaspy look from the possibility of entering a building she’d made up. As if here in an entire village she’d invented there weren’t already enough reasons to be hyperventilating.

“Ocean,” I whispered, taking her shoulders and nudging her in that direction. She lingered for a few more moments and then, without turning, said again, “Things are going to happen here. This will be a place of deep and profound change. You’ll see.”

I placed a hand on her shoulder. Despite not believing a whit of any of that, I told her, “That’s my wish.”

I stayed there, leaning against the front wall, allowing her the experience of walking alone the remainder of the road, up the little rise and down the other side, where, as she disappeared from my sight, the ocean first spotted Gina, and rushed to her feet to whisper whatever the thing was she needed to know.


Ringed Heart

Kismet, Love of Your Life
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(State Your Wish Three Times)

“Where ya off ta?”

The jewelry guy. In his store doorway, now offering me a cigarette before he lit up.

He was tall, maybe close to six feet, but did not fill the doorway in width, and I was guessing that he was the kind of thin that is more lucky genetics than careful living. His hair was the color of the plastic terra-cotta pots some people prefer to the costly real thing and was kinky-curly and short and profuse, considering the head on which it grew was maybe a little over forty. Sprouting from his face was either the beginnings of a beard or he was still making a decision about shaving that day, and on the rest of him was a gray turtleneck, knee-ripped jeans, and gray suede Tevas. The tops of his feet were so white that at first I thought he was wearing athletic socks. I jumped from them way up to his eyes, which were the holographic blue-green of a rainbow trout’s side, and were smiley, and were focused on me with the help of little boxy glasses that, had they been round of lens, would have made him somewhat resemble Eric Clapton as Eric Clapton had looked around the time he won all those many Grammys for that very sad song about his poor dead son. I’d always had a bit of a thing for Eric Clapton, so if this had been a regular day and this man had appeared from his doorway to ask where I was going, I would have halted so fast that cartoon brake noises and sparks would have flown from the bottom of my boots. But this was not a regular day. The plane trip across the Atlantic and the bus ride to Booley and the walk to the ocean and the shepherding of Gina through her emotions and then, finally, to the sea, where I had left her to commune, saying I’d meet her at Quinn’s whenever she was done doing whatever it was she was going to do at the water’s edge. All that had my responses off. I only managed, “Huh?”

He repeated, “Where ya off ta?”

“Nowhere.”

“No destination?”

Reality was I didn’t have one any longer. I was in Booley. This was it. This was the point of the trip. To get Gina there, and to remain there for as long as she needed. A fast revelation, but it must have taken me longer to experience, because the jewelry guy was saying something else to me and I didn’t catch it.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just spacing out.”

“Lost in Space,” he said. With an electronic wave of his arms stiffly in front of him, he mimicked a robotic monotone: “Danger, Will Robinson!”

“Huh?”

“The television program. Lost in Space.” He raised his hands, apologetically this time. I shook my head at the silliness and he nodded and smiled and I nodded and smiled and then I felt a strange pull to go inside his store—more a push, really—as if someone behind me were guiding me forward. Which is where I went. Forward. Into Finola O’Flynn. Because, really, where else did I have to go?

Merchandise was everywhere. Heaps. Piles. Retail with the feeling of a teenager’s Superfund-site bedroom just before the exasperated mother barges in with a lawn-and-leaf-sized trash bag. Inventory mixed haphazardly, no rhyme, reason, or apparent concern about display, or even simply about making things visible to potential customers. Table linens and wrought-iron candleholders and wood-framed mirrors and plastic-sheathed note card packs, dozens of tiny bottles of some kind of field-themed perfumes, logs of soap you could slice into the desired size, books, semifolded parchment-colored T-shirts, woven caps, hand-knitted socks, lacy scarves, ceramic tiles, everything bulldozered into small mountains on tables that lined the walls of the room. Despite the presentation, I said, “Very nice,” because the inventory, once your eye took the time to sort it, was that. No cheap dollar store crap, only decent-quality items that were the result of work and time and thought and soul. This was the kind of place I would return to when I again was able to focus and browse correctly.

“It’s about time you came in to see me,” the jewelry guy said appreciatively. He made it sound as if he’d been waiting for me all his life. His had the kind of flirty Irishman charm that the flight-mate to my left in row 12 had felt it was necessary to warn Gina and me about shortly after we’d clinked plastic glasses of Merlot served from doll-size screwcapped bottles.

“They can be gas,” the woman had said of her countrymen, and the animation in her voice tipped us off that she was describing a positive attribute. “But,” she cautioned, “mind yerselves.”

There seemed no reason to worry about this native. He was now safely back behind his worktable, squinting as he squished a length of wire with a pliers. He touched a button on a stereo and some bouncy fiddle music that went deedly-deedly-deedly-deedly began to dance from the speakers. On a nearby bookshelf, sticking from a toppled stack of reading material, was a small folded Complete and Total Map of Booley and I had to buy it. Maps have direction. Gina needed direction. This would be her first souvenir. I slid out a copy and caused a miniature avalanche of inventory. Instinctively, I straightened. Cookbook, legend book, first-person account of life there a century back, coloring book of historical figures, guide to native flora, guide to native fauna, more copies of The Complete and Total Map of Booley. I spotted a pair of bookends meant for sale and put them to work.

“You’ve a talent for that.”

The jewelry guy noticed what I was doing—what I hadn’t meant to be doing. I’d just noticed it myself.

“Well, I’m sort of naturally neat—not that this isn’t neat, not that you’re not …”

“You’re not sayin’ anythin’ untrue. This place is a kip. But I haven’t the time …”

“I’m sure you’re busy, tourists and all.”

“Not quite.”

“You’re not busy?”

“No one’s busy at this stage. And this year, who knows? New state of the world and all.”

Like anybody who lived in my part of it, I knew well that new state. Had seen it dim on my living room TV the previous fall while I was doing the yoga routine Gina had shown me, telling me it was too bad that I couldn’t join her in class, then taking that back due to the membership prerequisite. I did my practice, as Gina called it, every morning, daylight drenching my aptly named sunroom, the TV playing and my concentration sometimes more on reaching for the clicker during commercials than attaining some degree of calm and enlightenment. The hour the state of the world started to decline a mere two states away, the Today show played. I was on the floor, on all fours, a section of hair that had come loose from my braid pissing me off by falling across my face each time I did the cow half of the lumbar-hydrating cat/cow. As I curled into the head-to-the-chest arch-backed gut-sucking-in cat half, Katie Couric began interviewing the eternally good-looking Harry Belafonte and the talk turned to race relations and Harry was asking a rhetorical “When are all going to learn to live together?” or something along that line. By the time I extended my neck back up for the slack-backed cow, a wounded office tower filled the screen.

“Eight months later, and they’re still afraid to board an airplane,” the jewelry guy continued. “But who can blame them?”

I was looking at a row of ceramic bowls right then. Shallow concaves glazed in a mottled royal blue. I made a stack next to a knot of chenille throws. I hadn’t been reluctant to board a plane. If anything, the terrorism had given me a strong boot in the ass. You want to do anything? Do it now. You could be gone tomorrow. Just like Norm Stebbins in his SUV. Just like all those people in NYC. And DC. And PA.

“Tourists will start traveling again soon,” I assured the jewelry guy, echoing what I had read in hopeful media reports back home, even though those reports had predicted that the destinations would be domestic. “Everybody was afraid to travel at first. But memories are short, however unfeeling that sounds. And flights right now are very cheap. Kind of a sick benefit.”

“That why ye’re here?”

I folded a big length of some cushy but fuzzless fabric that could make you want to curl up on it for about a thousand years of sleep.

I read the tag: ATTRACTA. I knew that to be the weaver at the start of the street. Rather than the jeweler’s question, my mind chose to concentrate on how I already possessed that much of my bearings. In order to learn more, I needed to pay for the map. I was moving toward the bead table when my peripheral vision caught sight of CDs and tapes strewn on the final table like fat plastic playing cards. For some reason I was helpless as I stopped and watched my hands doing what they had done for the seven years since I started my job putting things where they belonged.

“Tanks,” the jewelry guy said.

“For what?”

“Tidyin’.”

I looked down at the recordings, all at right angles, and alphabetized, even. “I should apologize. I don’t normally—”

“—Not at all. It’s in a desperate state, but I’m alone here, so I’ve been puttin’ such tasks on the long finger.”

“But that’s what I do, for a living. What I did. I lost the job. But that was my job when I had one: displays.”

“And what do ye—did ye—display?”

“Seam binding.”

“Sorry?”

“Rickrack?”

Not getting it, he shook his head.

“Ball fringe?”

“And just where was this, this ball fringe?” He smiled. People will do that if they’re new to notions.

“In a store. An outlet store. It’s right inside the factory where they make the products. It’s called Trim-True. Do you have outlet stores here? This one was in Massachusetts. In the U.S.A.” I wondered if it sounded dumb to have said the U.S.A. part.

“Ah, Massachusetts! Boston! Been there!” He looked happy. And he said “bean” for “been.” “I’ve a cousin in Dorchester. Traveled there as a kid. Viewed Lost in Space there. Mister Ed, too. Wilburrrr…. D’ya still have Mister Ed?”

I nodded. “On cable—TV Land.”

“Sorry?”

“An entire channel devoted to the old shows. Twenty-four hours a day.”

“Ah, they were mad for the television in Dorchester. And we went for a day to the sea, at Gloucester.” He pronounced the second place like it is spelled, Glou-ces-ter.

“I’m at the other end of the state. In the hills. Past Worcester.” I said “Wusster,” as does everyone, including people from there.

“And you’ve come all the way here for your holidays.”

“Right,” I said, efficient and uncomplicated.

“One of them six days, seven nights? Or is it six nights, seven days?”

“Actually, I’ll be here indefinitely.”

I stole that from Gina, the word indefinitely. She liked how it sounded. Told people we would be staying “indefinitely,” even though our passports had been stamped PERMITTED TO LAND IN IRELAND FOR THREE MONTHS. Indefinitely sounded like she—like we—had all the time in the world. Which, Gina not having anything else that mattered to her, and I having nothing but Gina’s state of mind to concern me, I guess was sort of true.

“Indefinitely. That’s a very long while. Indefinitely in Booley?”

“Yes.”

“No!”

“Yes.”

“Doin’ what?”

“Well, the idea is to do nothing, actually. A rest. Time to think.”

“A fascinatin’ life can drain ya.” He leaned and the back of his chair came to what probably was a familiar stop.

“I’m not the one who needs the rest. I’m with a friend. She’s had a trying year and a half.” I’d never before used the word trying when talking about Gina’s situation, but just then I realized it fit. “She’s up at the beach right now. We’re meeting here in town after six.”

“And stayin’ indefinitely. Tell me—there’ll be no one missin’ ye for that long while?”

“Nobody for my friend. That’s a big part of her problem. She … her husband died.”

“Sorry for her troubles. And ye?”

“There’s someone, but I don’t have a husband.”

“Wise.”

“That’s really more due to geography,” I started, giving my usual list of reasons, even though one was not owed to a stranger. “Right now my boyfriend lives halfway across the country. I see him about once a month.”

“As ye would the landlord.”

“Only it’s more enjoyable.”

He grinned. “Fair play to ye.”

I dug out my Ziploc-ed starter kit of euros to finally make my purchase. “I’m sure we’ll run into you while we’re here.”

The jewelry guy held out my change and grasped my hand with a “Please God.”

I made it to the door, but not through it. Because suddenly it was teatime. Because six bells had rung on the mantelpiece clock and from a church tower some way mutedly far away and that is what you do here in Booley at this time of day, said the jewelry guy after he asked and at the same time answered, “But sure you’ll stay for tea?” He disappeared somewhere out back and made a lot of kitchen-type noises, and in the time it took me to try on a pullover and a cardigan and then brush the hair I mussed in the process, he returned with a big green teapot and a couple of mismatched mugs. Went back to return with ham sandwiches. Thick meat on coarse grain-studded health-type bread. This was all he had to offer, the jewelry guy explained, and he said he could run to Una’s if there was something else I fancied. Though I didn’t know who Una was, or what she might have that I’d fancy, I told him everything was fine, and that was the truth. I realized I fancied everything about that moment, of which I was noticing every detail, unintendedly practicing what Gina’s yoga instructor calls mindfulness meditation. Not that you have to exactly fancy what’s going on in a moment, but that you are present for it. Noticing every second, every thought, every sensation. The idea is that you should be as present for your pelvic exam as you are for the acceptance of your Oscar. You’re not supposed to be looking to the end of a task or day and the next thing on the list, you’re not supposed to be rushing life. Happily, a sandwich and a cup of tea was a no-brainer, mindfulnessly speaking. I was there then, present, rather than looking ahead to the night or to five months from then. There was something I was totally enjoying about sitting in that messy little store, the fire snapping, rain beginning, tea being poured for me by the friendly and instantly comfortable jewelry guy whose lulling music-box accent was familiar to me only from my years of ingesting Ryan’s Hope, Lucky Charms commercials, and QVC’s annual St. Patrick’s Day Shopping Marathon. To enjoy. Wasn’t that some facet of why Gina wanted us to get away? If so, then by my simply sitting there, at least one of us already had found some success.

I told him my name, which he repeated in full and without the usual space: “SophieWhite.” He gave me his: Liam Keegan. Told me he was originally from someplace with a name nine miles long and on the opposite coast and he had lived in Booley for an even dozen years. The shop was his, the building was his, but up to two years ago he hadn’t been there on a daily basis. His part in the business was traveling to sell its trademark handmade beaded jewelry to stores nationwide and in the U.K., which was a nice benefit because it allowed him the opportunity to see his son, his only child—the only one he’s aware of, he added with a wink after I asked if he had others. The only child he was aware of was now an adult and a printer of “in memoriam” cards for the funeral trade in Scotland and Wales. No, he answered, the person who made the jewelry in this shop was not his wife, not the son’s mother. That woman and Liam had not been together for what he termed “donkey’s years.” She was in America, finally got married to her woman in Hawaii, where such unions were now legally permitted, and she had remained there, working in the courts as a mediator. He hadn’t visited the son for at least two years. “I can be specific about that number,” he said, “because it’s two years ago now this place fell to me. Before that, I always had enough to do without having hair work as well.”

Was there a salon in the back room? I easily could picture the females of Booley eagerly lining up at 6 a.m. to get a blow-out from this guy. But I noticed that when he’d said the word hair, Liam had motioned with his mug to the wooden nameplate on the wall behind him, a small replica of the sign above the front door.

“Your boss?”

He laughed, but only three brief ha-ha-ha’s, because what he was about to tell me wasn’t funny. “You could say that. Once was, I should say. Was me ‘boss.’Me landlord. Me girl. The one true love a me life. Now she’s all that to someone else.”

That bundle of information landed like a stack of junk mail shoved through a slot. Hard onto the floor, where it slid into a fan shape and awaited acknowledgment. So I said oh, and that I was sorry.

“Be sorry for him, not me. The poor bastard.” He said “par” for poor. Done with his sandwich, Liam put down his tea and went back to his table and returned to his stringing, flat black stones that had something sparkly in them.

I watched the process. I asked, “Is she still in town?”

“I’ve really no idea where she is. ’Cept that it’s in Germany. ’Cause he’s German, from there. Here on his holidays two summers ago. Booked a room at Woodbrooke House. Came in the shop of an afternoon, for a souvenir. Found one, I’d say. When he left at the end of his three weeks, Finola left as well. Left her business, her home, her possessions. Said she didn’t need any of it, didn’t want it, all this no longer suited her, no longer was who she was. Nothin’ here held any meanin’, she said. Includin’me, after nine years a love. The reasons, she was unable to put into words. But I couldn’t have repelled her too greatly, for she soon after gave me most everything she owned. All right and proper. Papers delivered by her solicitor several months later. Whether I like it or not, what was hers is now mine.”

He picked up a red oval bead that looked like something from a Christmas ivy bush. Put it down, searched for something that was a more fitting match for what he’d already strung.

Nobody had ever run out on me like that. Nor had I ever done that to anyone. I wondered the impetus that would bring about such a drastic move. Had life with the guy at the bead table been that insufferable? Or had the prospect of life with the guy from Germany been so irresistible? All I could think to say, the response ball being in my court, was another wake-line comment. I ventured that the sudden loss of his girlfriend must have been a great shock.

Liam exhaled. “I’ve a great talent for inspirin’ women to make massive life changes,” he said brightly, and without looking up from his work. “The pity’s I can’t make a livin’ at it. This is me livin’, here, makin’ these things, and I’ve always enjoyed it. But ever since she left I’ve been up to me eyes with work and I’m totally knackered. Have had no luck findin’ help that stays longer than a week, or that won’t help themselves to. Another summer comin’ and though I don’t know how many tourists we’ll see, I know I can’t do this alone again.” He stopped there to slide a gold bead on the wire. And to ask, “Perhaps you’re available?”

I gave my own ha-ha-ha’s. Even though I had no idea what I would be doing for the next three months, I was in Booley to help Gina. Plus, wasn’t hiring foreigners illegal? I answered, “On holiday and all, you know.”

“Holidays can cost ye,” Liam noted, because it was true, and also because he didn’t know about Gina’s generosity, about the hefty out-of-court settlement with the automaker responsible for the faulty steering system that had sent Norm off the road. And he and Gina had been doing OK long before that. Norm had been a CPA whose hard-earned income meant huge annual contributions to the IRA that was to have funded retirement in Fla. on a golf course sanctioned by the PGA. After Gennifer began grade school, Gina had wanted to pull her own weight, and had made a dozen years of progress from shipping clerk to inventory chief to manager of the outlet store at Trim-True (a plus because she sewed and was generally creative like that) and one of our area’s largest employers. We met when she advertised for a display artist/store clerk, and I showed up with photographs of the work I’d done during the Filene’s internship that had been a requirement for my marketing degree from UMass. She was particularly taken by the picture of the five-foot-long nose I had built from chicken wire and papier-mâché and suspended over a glued-together trail of perfume bottles that disappeared into the cavernous, inhaling nostrils. The merchandise at the outlet was somewhat less glamorous, but I was delighted to be offered a full-time job doing the work I’d studied—and for such a likeable boss as I sensed Gina would be.

“I’m serious,” Liam continued. “If ye want to work here, ye’re more than welcome. Ye seem well suited. Ye’re experienced, and, well, ye’re female.”

“That’s a requirement?”

He put up a hand to caution me. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m desperate for a woman.”

Instantly, someone did come through the shop door. But it was a male. And a dog. The terrier from the road.

“Pepsi,” Liam said, “we’ve a new employee.” Probably knowing that wasn’t true, Pepsi continued through the room to the back kitchen, where he disappeared.

I wondered whether Liam had been lonely for the nearly three years since Finola O’Flynn up and left, but I found it hard to imagine him lacking for company. Even if you did not go for a certain-era Eric Clapton—or even for Eric Clapton in general—Liam probably would have held a good degree of appeal. I’d only had maybe two hours in his presence, but I’d noticed that he did and was many of the things many woman are always complaining that most men can’t, or won’t, or aren’t. He listened. He was smart. He was funny. He was employed. He apparently knew how to put together a basic meal. And when he handed me my change for the map, and we had those few seconds of palm-to-palm contact, well, it could have been brain addle on my part, but I felt like Id become one of the straight pins I’d regularly dropped to the carpet when pinning samples of lace to the wall of the outlet. It was how they must have felt when I came after them with the big magnet. They had no choice but to stick. I found that even though he wasn’t even holding my hand, it was strangely difficult to pull away.

“And ye’re a woman …”

“And you’re talking about needing a salesperson, right?”

“Sales, and what you were doin’ just now. Organizin’.Why?”

“Well, why does it have to be a woman?”

“I dunno. Maybe it’s mad, but it’s almost like I need somebody to be, I dunno—hair.”

Another motion to the name behind him. “People see the sign, they enter, and where there usta be a woman, where there usta be hair, there’s just ugly aul me. Not hair. It loses a little somethin’, I think. They see the sign, they walk through the door, and they want a charmin’ lovely Finola sittin’ here. God help ’em, but they do. Right off, big laugh comin’ in and sayin’, ‘Ye must be Finola O’Flynn.’ Now ye—I could see ye sittin’ here …”

Was he comparing me to someone charmin’ and lovely? At this point in my short strange trip to Booley, I was not feeling much of the first compliment, though with enough acclimation to the time zone, I could prove cordial and welcoming. I certainly didn’t feel lovely, either. I needed a bath and a shampoo and some sleep, and after all that I would be a little more visually appealing. I resemble my mother, but since you probably didn’t know her, I’ll say that the only other person I seem to bring to people’s minds is Mama Walton.Not the Grandma Walton who had those stomach-turning bedroom scenes with saggy-assed union-suited Grandpa and who valiantly remained on the show despite suffering a stroke and it just could make you cry to watch her croak out the name E-liz-a-beth. I look somewhat like the younger mother, Daddy’s wife, “Mama” to John Boy and all the many, many rest of them. In real life, Michael Learned is her name, despite that she’s a woman. Many times I’ve been told I look like Mama Olivia of the very fitting olive-shaped face, the little pursed bird lips, the bunned-back blondish hair, the one who, when she decided to leave the show, was written off to a sanatorium with something awful like tuberculosis or polio. It’s her face I possess. Nice. But lovely? Considering the country we were in, I took the compliment as, well, blarney. But I was embarrassed nonetheless, and looked away. I spotted yet more boxes of merchandise shoved beneath tables—tables I decided needed tablecloths, if only as a means for hiding the extra inventory not too well concealed right then.
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