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One


“My mother had a great deal of trouble with me, but I think she enjoyed it.”


—Mark Twain


Spencer Paquette was certain he looked like a warrior in his new lacrosse helmet. He had adjusted it so the visor sat low on his forehead and nearly covered his eyes, but he could covertly peer out through his chrome facemask to survey the crowd gathered for his game. It had just ended. His team, the Falcons, had crushed their opponents by a score of 19–8, and Spencer had scored the majority of the strikes.


At the moment that he was certain they were victorious, he didn’t give a thought to the fact his uniform was saturated with sweat. He grabbed his teammates and hugged them so energetically that he lifted each of them off the ground. Some of the guys, those he was particularly fond of, he smacked on the back too. He not only felt like a star athlete, Spencer felt like a stud.


Six months before the game, he’d told his mother, Yvonne, he was not going to indulge in her lasagna and baked goods anymore.


“Why not?” she asked as she placed her hands on her hips. Yvonne was widely known as a great cook, so she was a bit insulted by his proclamation. “You’re still a growing boy. You need to eat.”


“I’m cutting down on the carbs, Mom. Can you make me meat and fresh vegetables? I’m starting a new training program to build muscle.”


“Oh no. Not one of those performance enhancing things you read about.”


“Don’t be so dramatic, Mom. I’m talking about strength training, protein powder, and a paleo diet.”


“A paleo diet? I don’t know anything about all that. Can you write down some recipes?”


“Mom, you can just Google it.” Spencer turned his head and hid his smile from her so she wouldn’t realize he was laughing at her, but he thought, Really! She is pathetic when it comes to technology. “There’s tons of information on the Internet. I’ll tell you what; I’ll send some links to your email account.”


“Only send the meals you think you will actually eat. And honey? If they have pictures, it will really help.”


Spencer was already on his cell phone swiping his way through windows of food pages. “You know, Mom, this will be good for Dad, too. He needs to lose some belly fat. They say when old people gain weight around the middle, it can be very unhealthy.”


“Old? You better not let him hear you say that. He’s going to turn sixty next year, and I expect there will be months of brooding before he does. There’s no point in setting him off early on.”


Spencer’s new diet changed him from a tall, lanky boy into a strapping young man. In five months’ time, he had a flawless six-pack of abdominal muscles. He was so proud of it that, without even realizing he was doing it, he took every opportunity to remove his shirt and admire the results of his hard workouts. He felt alive in a way he had never known before, and he was fully aware the girls at his high school noticed he was bulking up. Two friends of his, girls he had known since preschool, kept wrapping both their hands around his biceps and saying, “You are getting huuuuuggggge.” Yvonne teased him about how much time he spent looking in the mirror.


Spencer took off his helmet and scanned the thinning crowd. He was looking for his mother; he already knew his father wouldn’t be there because he had to work. When he spotted her, he noticed she was standing with her good friend Georgia Best. It was not uncommon for Yvonne to ask Georgia along for a ride, as she didn’t like to drive anywhere alone. Today’s game took place in the city of DeGranit, which was about forty winding miles from the small Vermont town of Greenfield, where they lived.


To his surprise, standing behind his mother, perhaps twenty feet away, he caught sight of someone who stopped his heart. Spencer was shocked to find he couldn’t take a breath. His ears roared. All his blood seemed to rush to his head—and another body part, as well.


The person who had thunderstruck Spencer was a girl with long, jet-black hair so lustrous that it shimmered in the afternoon sunlight. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and he started walking her way. Because of the coincidence of their placement, he was headed in his mother’s direction as well. Nearly in a trance, he greeted his mom and Georgia when he reached them as if nothing were happening.


“Hey, guys. Thanks for coming.”


Georgia sounded excited. “Well, that game was thrilling. Just thrilling. You must feel very proud, Spencer.”


Spencer’s coach taught all his players that humility is much more attractive than bragging. “Thanks, Mrs. Best. The whole team put in a great effort today.”


“Spencer, you can call me Georgia now. I think you’re old enough—don’t you, Yvonne?”


“Of course. It’s just a habit because he had you in school as a teacher. I do it myself when I refer to you sometimes. I’ll say to him, ‘Mrs. Best is dropping by for tea.’”


“I really appreciate you coming all this way, Georgia,” he said earnestly, but his eyes soon shifted away to find an older man had joined the black-haired girl. He assumed the man was her father. Spencer could almost make out what they were saying to each other.


The changing breeze caught their voices and carried them to him on the wind. “Zelda, do you want to get a maple creemee? You know I can’t resist an excuse to have one up at the Neal Farm.”


Zelda visibly stiffened. “I was going to go with my friends, Kenny.”


The man hung his head, clearly disappointed. Spencer felt sorry for him. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll meet you kids up there. Explain to your friends that it’s my treat.”


“Kenny . . . Dad, can you just give me some money? We’re not children anymore.”


The man hesitated, but wound up handing her some bills, and she sauntered away.


Spencer redirected his gaze from Zelda’s backside to his mother’s face and smiled brightly. “Are we going for creemees, Mom?” His mother was obviously delighted he had asked her to join him. His strategy was to project himself to Zelda as the loving son; therefore, a good guy she would be willing to talk to.


He looked right at Georgia and asked, “Do you have the time to spare?”


“For a maple creemee? Are you kidding me? I’ll make time.”


The three of them chuckled.


Yvonne said, “Spencer, do you want to go in one car and then pick yours up on the way back through?”


“No thanks, Mom, I’ll take my own car. I’m not sure what the guys are doing after. The other team invited us to a party.”


“Okay, honey. We’ll see you up at the farm.”


Kenny stood alone, looking around for a distraction from his profound sadness. The last thing that he wanted to do was cry, but he felt heartbroken that Zelda refused to give him a chance. He had been told many times by other parents that teenagers could be cruel. Zelda went far beyond that. She had withdrawn from him to the point that he felt he barely knew her. His teary eyes landed on the small group that stood nearby. A tall boy wearing the uniform of the opposing team stood with a woman who was, quite obviously, his mother. They had the exact same eyes, and they were engrossed in conversation with a second woman. She was exceptionally lovely—not that she had perfect features, but she was radiant. Kenny felt pleasantly diverted by the animated expressions and gestures she made as she talked. The mother and son laughed at something she said just as they broke away from their little circle.


At the same moment that the trio separated and began to walk toward and around him, Georgia, the radiant one, turned her ankle on the soft turf and went flying into him. He caught her by her forearms and held her upright.


“Oh, my goodness. I’m so embarrassed. I’m sorry, I didn’t have time to change my shoes after work today.” They both looked down at her brown suede dress pumps that were now smudged with dirt and matted with clumps of grass. “Good lord, I’m a klutz.”


“It’s not a problem.” When he looked into her face he felt even more intrigued by her. Why can’t I ever meet a woman like this one? She had wavy auburn hair and eyes that were a golden butterscotch brown. He realized he was still holding onto her tiny wrists at this point, and when he glanced down at them, he noticed a wedding ring on her left hand. He thought, Bummer. She smelled delicious. Reluctantly, Kenny released her.


“Thank you for catching me. I’m Georgia.”


“My name is Ken. Maybe I’ll see you again at one of these games.”


“Maybe. I came to see my friend’s son play, so I can’t promise to be at all of them.” Yvonne was absorbed in conversation while she walked with her son and hadn’t even seen Georgia stumble. “I have to catch up with my friend. Enjoy this beautiful afternoon, Ken.”


Restlessly, almost feverishly, Kenny found himself scanning the crowd at every lacrosse game that spring. He rationalized his perfect attendance as a way to keep an eye on his stepdaughter, but he also hoped to run into Georgia again at some point. After a few months, his memory of her waned and blurred to the point where he wondered if he would recognize her if he saw her. Maybe she wasn’t as engaging as I recall. I’m building the encounter up in my mind. But for years he continued to dream of her at night, though his only remembrance was the laughing sound of her voice and the glow of her auburn hair.
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Two


“There’s only one great evil . . . Despair.”


—Evelyn Waugh


Georgia Best always found it strange that her body anticipated that a hot flash was coming on before she was consciously aware anything was amiss. Without warning, in the middle of the previous night, she’d abruptly awakened thinking, What’s going on? The sensation that followed was one she imagined she would feel if she had swallowed the sun. As the core near her diaphragm became a pulsing radiating sphere, she grew progressively alarmed and pleaded, No!


Now Georgia thrust her right leg outside her covers and turned the top corner of the comforter down, exposing her torso and shoulders. When it became obvious this wasn’t working to cool her, she threw the comforter off completely, but it was already too late. Each time this happened, she prayed to be spared the searing flush. In fact, she prayed out loud to the Virgin Mary to be delivered from it. In a split second, though, a white heat swelled and burst outward as if it were coursing through her veins. The sheets beneath her legs, arms, and back were instantly dampened and her cotton nightgown was drenched. Abject and wretched, she lay still, her heart pounding, too drained to move.


When she was certain it was over, when she was shivering from her now-cold sweat exposed to the cool night air, Georgia felt around for the spare nightie she kept neatly folded on her bedside table. In the darkness, she pulled one gown off over her head and slipped the dry one on. She flung the sodden garment into the blackness toward the door of her bathroom and spent the next three hours pretending to fall back asleep. This sequence of events had been going on for many months.


The past week’s seasonal change had sprung time ahead by one hour, and the dead dark of winter gleamed brighter. Morning sunrise with its harbinger glow appeared at four thirty across the horizon, and began inching its way over the mountain ridge across the valley from Georgia’s house. Yet, she stayed in her bed, weary, even when the light was high enough to shine through the narrow openings around her wooden shades and directly into her field of vision. She put a pillow over her head and periodically flipped from one side to the other with her eyes squeezed shut. The pillow across her face made it stuffy underneath, and she couldn’t breathe very well.


Still clenching her eyelids together, she reached over to her bedside table and opened a drawer where she fished out a pink terrycloth facemask. She felt around but couldn’t find the elastic that secured it around her head. She peeked with one open eye, as she was convinced that once both of her eyes were open, any possibility of dozing was over. When she had the mask in place around her temples, she lay on her back and took slow breaths, visualizing a dream state. She tried as hard as she could to fall asleep, but it became clear it was an exercise in futility. Georgia had never been able to snooze in daylight, even if she were home sick with the flu or a cold. Finally, and with great disgust, she surrendered to the fact she might as well get up.


An endless cycle of sleep deprivation had started when Georgia’s husband, Jack, had a heart attack and died in their foyer. The weather was fine that morning as she stood before him, wishing him a good day. He abruptly and spastically clasped at the fabric of his jacket with his right hand, let out a thunderous groan, and his legs simply gave way. She called 911 immediately and gave him mouth-to-mouth until the volunteer ambulance squad came twenty minutes later. While she was grateful that part of her teacher training had included a class in CPR, the workshop had also taught her enough to know that Jack was dead before he hit the ground. Yet, she’d carried on pumping his chest and then breathing into his lungs until the paramedics arrived. Her arms and shoulders were sore for a week.


During the first moments she attempted resuscitation, she willed her life force into him, convinced that he would start breathing on his own. After fifteen minutes, she was exhausted and certain she was expanding the lungs of a corpse. By the time the EMTs relieved her, she felt numb. So much so, that during the ride in the ambulance, the pronouncement of death at the hospital, and even after telling her children the shocking news, she hadn’t cried at all. She’d spoken in an even tone her kids told her sounded falsely calm and somewhat disturbing.


Georgia’s daughter, Margot, admonished her. “Mom, stop talking like that. You could be announcing the network news instead of telling us Daddy just had a heart attack. You’re scaring me. It’s like, any minute, you’re going to crack apart and go flying off in a million pieces.”


At the hospital, Jack’s body was covered with a sheet. Georgia and her three children—Margot, Christopher, and Sebastian—stood in a group hug at the foot of his bed. They were clasping onto each other sobbing when the cardiologist came into the room with a clipboard and a grim look on his face. He looked so young Georgia couldn’t believe he had graduated from college, let alone medical school. Her thoughts strayed, He would graduate from high school at eighteen, college at twenty-two, med school at twenty-six if he got in the first time that he applied, and it probably took him a few years to complete his residency.


She questioned him, “Excuse me, Doctor . . .”


“Harris.”


“Dr. Harris. I was wondering how long you have been practicing cardiology.”


“Five years.”


Five years? This boy could not be in his thirties. Could it be that he went to one of those convenient Caribbean medical colleges?


“Where did you go to school?”


“Cornell.”


Georgia was stunned he’d gone to an Ivy League university and obviously had put in the requisite amount of time to earn his degrees. His face seemed practically as smooth and pink as a child. Am I getting so old that everyone else seems young to me?


There was an uncomfortable pause as the doctor looked around the room and tried to assess how he should proceed. “I am so sorry about your husband. So terribly sorry.” Georgia saw that the young man had tears in his eyes, and she felt touched by his empathy. He went on, “There was nothing any of us could have done differently. Mrs. Best, I heard you started and continued CPR until the emergency team got there. That kind of courage is inspiring. Just please know there was little else you could have done. These are your children?”


“Yes, this is my son Sebastian, daughter Margot, and this is Christopher.”


“My deepest sympathies to all of you. I’m so sorry for your loss. This kind of heart attack is really a worst-case scenario. They are called widowmakers for a reason, as the chances of surviving are less than five percent. There was nothing that could have saved him.”


In that second, Georgia had a moment of clarity. It struck her that this particular myocardial infarction had made a widow out of her, but she had no time to take the moment in because Margot became hysterical.


“Daddy! Noooo! Noooo! Noooo!”


Georgia and Margot’s older brother, Christopher, held onto her elbows to support her as she wailed, and so they missed what happened when Sebastian, the baby of the family, hit the floor with a thud.


Georgia’s head jerked down, but the doctor was already on his knees hovering over her son and taking his pulse.


She whispered close to Margot’s ear, “Honey, my arms are worn out from doing resuscitation on your father. I don’t know how long I can hold onto you. Sit on the bed with me. Just rest a minute. Oh, sweetheart, I promise we’ll get through this. I don’t know how, but it’s my solemn promise. We will get through this.”


Georgia stroked her daughter’s hair and held her gently, just as she’d done when Margot was a child.


Christopher was now squatting next to Sebastian. “It’s going to be all right, buddy. Don’t be embarrassed. Lots of people faint when they’re in shock.”


The doctor spoke firmly to Sebastian. “You stay where you are until your heart rate steadies out. Just try to breathe normally and relax. Does your head hurt? Do you think you hit it?”


“I’m fine. I’m fine. I don’t know what happened. One minute I was standing by Dad, and the next I woke up down here. Please let me get up. Can I at least sit in the chair?”


The doctor nodded to Christopher, and they cautiously helped him up into the green vinyl recliner.


Looking at the anguished face of Sebastian, who was not long ago her sweet baby boy, Georgia felt an oven-like roiling twisting her insides. “Oh no!” she exclaimed to no one in particular. Four seconds later, she was gasping for fresh air as beads of perspiration dripped down between her breasts and her shirt stuck to her skin. She battled the urge to tear her clothing off.


Frantically, Margot pulled away from her embrace. “Eww, Mom, gross.”


Months earlier, Georgia had told her own doctor that she thought she was pretty much done with menopausal symptoms. “I’m looking forward to the next phase of my life. Do you remember the anthropologist Margaret Mead? She said, ‘There is no greater power in the world than the zest of a postmenopausal woman.’ I’m ready for some zest.”


Georgia was thrilled to be past the arduous seven years during which she had endured the explosive sweats she nicknamed her supernovas. The least amount of stress would trigger one.


When her school district, Lincoln West Supervisory Union, had approved her request to attend a symposium on writing standards that could be used across all subject areas, she was honored. It was a full week of study at a center in New Orleans, and it required them to hire a substitute for five days to cover her classes. In return, they asked Georgia to present her findings to the entire staff upon her return. She was happy to do it, although she knew she would be nervous speaking in front of her colleagues. Just as she was beginning her presentation, a hot flash hit her hard. Two drops of perspiration rolled off her nose before she acknowledged to the audience there was a problem. Luckily, the large room had a kitchenette in the front corner. Georgia strode over to it, ripped off a paper towel, and wet it in the sink. She placed the cool towel across her eyes, the top of her face, and her temples.


“Don’t be alarmed folks,” she nearly shouted, “It’s only a power surge. Totally normal for us older gals.”


Her audience laughed, and one of her friends called out, “Take a minute, Georgia. We can wait.”


She went ahead and finished the lecture, although her sodden sweater and trousers seemed to weigh a hundred pounds. Hot flashes were a constant source of embarrassment, and she was gratefully relieved when they finally sputtered to a stop.


Jack’s sudden death had sent her back into a dripping spiral, a relapse of sorts. The night after he died, she passed out from exhaustion for about two hours, only to be jerked awake by the instability of her body’s temperature extremes. She hoped it was caused by the jolt of her jarring morning. When the same thing happened the following night, she was perturbed. After two weeks of the same late-night routine, Georgia was despondent. The new grief-induced menopause only caused night sweats, while her first menopause had her flashing every few hours throughout the day. Though they were milder by comparison, Georgia was still weary, irritable, and depressed.


Each morning, she considered calling her primary care physician and asking for some sleeping pills. She resisted the impulse because she had used them for a few years during her first round with the change of life. They had been shockingly hard to stop taking. After many failed endeavors, she had waited until school was out for the summer and made a plan. On her pre-scheduled week, she cut the pills into smaller and smaller pieces over a five-day period. On the sixth day, she didn’t take anything at all.


That was the night Jack had told her to stop thrashing around so many times that she finally got up and went into her son’s old room. She hadn’t confided in Jack about what she was trying to accomplish, as she never wanted to provide him with ammunition he could use against her in an argument. When he was angry, he was more than capable of stooping quite low.


The day that followed her abstinence, Georgia had stomach cramps and walked around in a very unpleasant haze. She did not sleep at all for the next three nights. It took another full week for her body to regulate itself. She was unwilling to go through it again.


Georgia staggered into the kitchen, hoping against hope she had remembered to set the timer on the coffee machine the previous night. The rich aroma rising from the appliance, along with the sound of sputtering steam, made her feel profoundly comforted. As she poured herself a cup, she noticed her dog, Dolly Parton, who was confined at night in the mud-room by a baby gate that fit snugly into the doorframe. Dolly, a mini Australian Shepherd, stuck her nose through the bars and stared at Georgia with vibrating anticipation. Dolly had tricolor markings, with a mostly blue coat, a white chest, and tan legs and points. She had one pale blue eye and one amber. Georgia thought she was the prettiest dog she had ever seen and deserving of the name of a famous beauty. At this moment, her blue eye shot Georgia a penetrating stare. “Don’t give me that look. I have to have some coffee before I take you out. It’s not optional this morning.”


Each day, Georgia rediscovered that once she got going and started moving around, her languor was manageable. By noon, she always made the conscious decision not to ask for any drugs to help her sleep. Instead, she started calling her friends to plan a long hike. Surely, exercise will tire me out enough that I will sleep tonight.


And, of course, Dolly Parton loved the woods. Aussies need a lot of exercise.
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Three


“Just remember, we’re all in this alone.”


—Lily Tomlin


Yvonne was huffing and puffing as she walked up the steep dirt path. “This is what having a second home does to you. Florida is flat as a pancake. I walked every day during the winter months; I promise you I did. It hardly did me any good at all. Don’t let me hold you two back. If you want to go ahead, my feelings won’t be hurt.” She stopped to catch her breath. Her two friends, Georgia and Linda, stood on either side of her. Linda rubbed her back for a few minutes while they rested. Eventually, Yvonne was able to say something. “This view never gets old. What a gorgeous day.”


It was late March and technically still “mud season” in Vermont. As they walked the byway, the women were forced to skirt around wet areas they referred to as “quicksand,” because, if you stepped into it, the muck could suck the boot right off your foot. The road was lined with deciduous trees, but it was too early for the leaves to burst out of their red bud casings. Patches where the snow cover had melted through to grass provided some muted straw-yellow color, and occasional stands of coniferous trees were a deep forest green. The sun shone brightly, and a fenced pasture in the immediate distance gave way to open fields. Beyond were layers of ridges that rolled in changing hues, more smokelike and lighter farther away. Finally, the entire landscape flowed out to the Green Mountains. The effect was uplifting, and they were overjoyed that after a long, frigid winter, it was now a balmy forty degrees.


Georgia reminded Yvonne, “Walking slower gives me more of a chance to talk to you two. You know I always say, ‘No matter what problems I have when we start our loop, you girls have ironed out the wrinkles by the time we finish.’ Thank God, spring is here. Yvonne, you know I have a twenty-degree rule about hiking. I don’t go out when it’s colder than twenty degrees.”


Linda concurred. “I look at the thermometer before I even bother to pick up the phone to call her. For years, I tried to convince Georgia that if it were sunny enough, she could still enjoy herself despite the freezing weather. Then she complained the entire five and a half miles. I finally gave up. Happy spring, everybody! We can all get in shape again.”


“Yvonne, it was the coldest winter I can remember. You didn’t miss a thing,” Georgia told her.


“My calves are still sore from the hike on Saturday. Going slower will give them time to warm up.” Linda generously tagged on to the round of reassurances. The three women climbed deliberately and silently up the trail. They could hear Dolly Parton as she ran a parallel, but not always straight, course deeper in the woods.


It was Linda who broke the silence. She had once been a natural blonde, though the bangs that peeked out of her knit cap and framed her Viking-blue eyes were now dyed a golden color. Linda was short, about five foot three, and weighed twenty pounds more than she would have liked. It was a never-ending source of frustration for her, because she exercised every day and carefully made all her meals from scratch.


“Georgia, fair warning. Barb’s planning a dinner party. She thinks five months is long enough for you to grieve, and it’s time for you to start dating. She’s going to invite you and try to set you up with a younger man that she knows.”


“No thanks,” Georgia said before she even thought about what was coming out of her mouth.


“She says he won’t mind if you’re ten years older.”


“Oh, that’s so nice of him. What if I mind? Does anybody consider what the woman wants? If I wanted to be with a man—and you both know I do not—I would want somebody my own age. You have more in common that way. Besides, I was clear about it when Jack passed on, that part of my life is over. I’m too old and beat up to want to shed my clothes and be naked with any other man. Never again.”


After a few beats in time, she continued, “Plus men are so much work. I know young people are different now, but I’m hardwired to cook and clean. My mother raised me to be a good wife and mother—it was her primary goal for me. If I had a boyfriend, I would be stuck doing his laundry in five minutes. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself.”


“Well, be prepared for the invitation. You can always turn her down.”


They plodded along quietly for a while until Yvonne had a question. “Can you just go for dinner and have a night out without feeling like they are inflicting the guy on you? Maybe he’d turn out to be a good friend, someone to go to the movies with. Wouldn’t it be fun to buy season tickets to the concert series in Shelburne this summer and have a friend to go with? Or maybe you’d wind up having similar interests and decide to travel together. Is sex really that important at our age? Do you have to worry about that?”


“Platonic friendship would be far more likely if he were in his sixties, instead of forty-eight. I don’t know about the rest of you, but all that really slowed down when my husband was in his late fifties,” Linda stated adamantly.


“I bet you can’t even count on that anymore,” Georgia speculated. “With all these penis pills on the market, even the old guys are probably demanding entire nights of repeat sex.” Her eyes bugged out because she had a sudden brainstorm. “I want to know why they have figured out a way to give an old man an erection for two days, but not how to stabilize a hot flash.”


She was furious at the thought of it.


“Another bad night?” Linda asked.


“The house was so quiet it was hard to fall asleep. I heard every creak and groan of the building. I never even noticed such tiny noises before Jack died. Then I woke up for the usual sweaty reason at three. On a hot flash intensity scale of one to ten, I would give it an eight. That’s unheard of at my age.”


“What does Dr. Gluck say about you suddenly having hot flashes again?” Yvonne asked as she tugged her jacket down over her trim behind. She took her hat off and stuck it between her knees as she cinched her dark, shoulder-length hair into a ponytail.


“He says he has seen it happen before. He thinks it’s the stress from the shock of the day . . . and grief, of course. I live that morning over and over in my head. The slightest thing can trigger intrusive thoughts.”


It actually surprised Georgia that she was so consistently distraught over her husband’s death. She and Jack had been together for over thirty years, but long ago, they had reached an emotional plateau that stretched before them into the foreseeable future. It sometimes felt like a death march. There were many days they’d had very little to say to each other, and it annoyed her to go to the trouble of making a home-cooked meal when her husband barely bothered with table conversation.


Eventually, she would have to threaten him. “I’m not going to cook anymore if I have to sit here in silence and listen to you chew.”


“I work hard. I’m tired at the end of the day.”


Jack would make an effort for a few weeks, she had to give him that, but he would eventually fall into his old habits. In the candlelit quiet, the only sounds were soft music she had carefully chosen and his knife and fork scraping against their good china. At times, Georgia thought dark things like, I should take this bowl of garlic-mashed potatoes and dump it over his big bald head. That would get his attention. After dinner, he would take the dog outside and throw a ball for her while Georgia cleaned up the kitchen. When he was done, he’d popped in to say hello before he retired to his rec room turned cigar-and-sports cave to watch the game. Any game. Georgia was left to select one of the several books she was reading or watch a movie. When it was late enough, she was finally freed from her boredom by sleep.


It wasn’t a bad life. They didn’t argue much, and they enjoyed all the traditions they had made together with their children. Christmas was nearly a week of get-togethers. The holiday was officially launched when all of the families—hers, Linda’s, and Yvonne’s—went out to a farm owned by other friends and cut down the trees they had all preselected and marked in August.


The night of the cutting, Georgia laid out hot appetizers wrapped in layers of flaky dough, nuts, olives, cheeses, and cured meats as Jack opened a beautiful bottle of rosé. Their three children joined them for the party. They reminisced over their collection of ornaments as they hung them up, and a fire roared.


That same week, there was the community sing-along night, and Jack always bought an entire table of tickets for the Rotary Club’s holiday fundraiser. They hosted an annual dinner party on December 23, and Yvonne and her husband Rolland’s open house was on Christmas Eve, after which the kids came home and slept in their old rooms. Georgia’s immediate family opened gifts in the morning after coffee, and by the time they had a standing rib roast mid-afternoon, they were all satisfied.


The rest of the year wasn’t as intense, but it was full. There were New Year’s Eve and Day holidays, the birthdays of five family members and their friends, sugar on snow in March, Easter, Memorial Day, a long weekend for the Fourth of July, the Labor Day barbeque, Thanksgiving, outings for Christmas shopping, and then it started all over again. It seemed there was always an event on their social calendar, and both Jack and Georgia looked forward to the children getting married, and to being grandparents.


However, so much was left unspoken between them that Georgia felt lonely much of the time. This nearly came to a crisis when the children grew up and left home. She didn’t know anyone who had suffered as much as she had with the empty nest. Her children shared her sense of humor, and constantly joked around in their own special code.


One day, when they were young, the kids were all having breakfast at the table by the large-paned glass window in her kitchen. A robin with an enormous puffed up chest flew to the birdfeeder on the other side. Georgia, referring to their school principal, said, “Oh, look, children. Mr. Martin has come to call on us.”


All three of them guffawed. They recognized instantly the red chest as a metaphor for Mr. Martin’s extreme demeanor of self-importance.


Margot seamlessly added, “Well, hello, Mr. Martin. Yes, we know you are a very busy man. Yes, we do feel honored you are here.”


“Yes, sir, and we all know you are also on the board of selectmen,” Christopher said as he rolled his eyes.


Sebastian wasn’t at the elementary school yet, as he was only five, but he joined in saying, “Meesta Mawwtin.”


That sent Georgia and her children into waves of giggling hilarity. Georgia was actually crying with laughter, and all day long, she would crack up thinking about it.


Many years later, after the children were grown and on their own, Jack was sitting at the head of the table with a magazine next to his plate. On the cover was a politician who looked a bit like their family dentist. She and the children had remarked to each other on the resemblance before. Georgia was standing next to his chair placing serving bowls of food in front of him.


“Look!” she said with a laugh. “Dr. Morris’s brother is running for governor again.”


Jack met her eyes with a scowl and uttered a taciturn upbraid. “I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.”


Georgia felt certain he had understood her wisecrack. She felt breathless, as if she had been cut off at the knees. “The man on the cover looks like our dentist.”


“I always hated when you and the kids played games like that.”


I guess he told me, Georgia thought. She was wounded but wouldn’t let him see her break down.


Georgia walked out of the room, went out to the back porch, and sat down. She had a glass of wine with her that she sipped slowly. When she had finished it, she went into the dining room and cleared the table. She ate her own dinner out of the serving bowls as she cleaned up the kitchen. Georgia felt misunderstood and unappreciated. She was tired of her husband’s hostility.


It was only after Jack died that she concluded he had shown his love for her with his actions. He tried to tell her many times, “Talk is cheap. I like it when people do.” She remembered how he used to stop by a specialty bakery on his days off and bring her home a cheddar popover. He often mentioned how long he waited to make sure the one he brought to her was piping hot and fresh from the oven. She ran out of gas three times after he was gone because Jack had always maintained the car she drove and kept her tank filled. When the first snowfall came, she realized she had not lifted a shovel in thirty-two years. Yet, he’d always cleared a path from her front door to car door so thoroughly that she had barely gotten her shoes wet.


During the time they’d lived together, Georgia continually complained to her friends that her husband didn’t try to converse with her. It was what she had chosen to focus on, and now she was ashamed of herself. She thanked God no one had been able to read her mind. Many times, she had fantasized about starting her life over again alone. Given her upbringing, she couldn’t even contemplate divorce, and so, in her fantasy, she was set free by Jack’s untimely death. Her daydreams had her friends gathered around her as she inherited money from a life insurance policy. With the total support of her community, and after an appropriate period of grieving, she took a trip around the world, to all the places her husband had refused to go to when he was alive.


Now that Jack was actually dead, she suffered guilt so keen it bordered on fixation. Although she knew she hadn’t actually killed him, she worried she had somehow psychically paved the way. God heard me every time I did it. I pretended he was dead so I could imagine meeting a retired English professor on Bali. What if God thought by striking Jack down, He was answering my prayers?


Georgia was sick with regret. What a fool I have been! I would give anything for one more minute with him. He was my entire life, and now that life is over.


Over cupcakes in a downtown coffee shop, Georgia tried to talk to Linda about it, but her friend became exasperated. “It’s a tragedy what happened to Jack, but your whole life is still ahead of you. Nothing is over. Look at you: your hair is still a glorious tawny color, you have a great figure, and those twinkling golden cat eyes. You have the vitality of someone half your age. Men still check you out, in case you haven’t noticed. You are barely middle-aged.”


“Linda, I am not middle-aged because I am not going to live to be a hundred and sixteen. When did old become a dirty word? I am old and guess what? You are older than I am. The truth is, I’m fine with aging, it’s the being alone part I find horrible.”


“Science is making advances all the time. Maybe we’ll live well into our hundreds. You don’t know, and who says that you have to be alone? When you have healed a bit more, the right person will come along.”


“You drive me crazy with the denial. We’re not youthful anymore. Remember when our kids were young and they would refer to profanity as the f-word and the sh-word. Instead of saying old, I am going to start saying ‘the o-word.’ Perhaps that will take the power out of it for you. Nobody promised us we were going to stay dewy and blooming forever. It’s time to get over our preoccupation with age. I would much rather be the woman I am today than the girl I was forty years ago. Even twenty years ago.”


“I thought you said your life was over.”


“It is over, but at least I am comfortable in my own skin.”


“According to you, a very wrinkled parchment-like skin; the skin of a crone.” Linda’s eyes twinkled with challenge. She stuck her tongue out at Georgia, then dragged it to the side and crossed her eyes with a goofy smile on her face. Georgia held her cupcake by the paper liner between her thumb and forefinger and pushed the top pile of icing into Linda’s nose while her eyes were still crossed. Linda screeched with surprise and delight.


“Oh, oh, oh! Har, har, harrrr!” she bleated. She had the most unusual and contagious laugh Georgia had ever heard, and she had done far more outrageous things to get Linda going. Georgia’s laughter in response erupted so quickly she had to lay her head down on the table and her crossed arms. She felt helpless and giddy as she convulsed. The teenage boy behind the counter shot the pair a warning look, which made Linda guffaw even louder.


“Oh, sure, he’s the ‘hilarious’ watchdog. What is he going to do? Call the cops? ‘Yes, officer, there are two old women here laughing too hard.’”


“I thought you hated the o-word.”


“F-word you!” Linda shot back, and with that, she scooped her vanilla icing off the top of her cupcake and wiped it down the length of Georgia’s long braid that hung over her left shoulder. Though Georgia remained bent over heaving with laughter, she knew they were behaving badly, and she felt sorry for the boy who was just trying to do his job. Georgia stood up, grabbed a fistful of napkins, handed a ten-dollar tip to the teenager, and held the door open for Linda to exit. Covered with frosting, they linked arms and ran down the street before anyone could question them about their food fight.
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Four


“It’s discouraging to think how many people are shocked by honesty and how few by deceit.”


—Noël Coward


Kenny was furious with his stepdaughter. Zelda had been a difficult child, a surly teenager, and an impulsive young adult. When his wife passed away, Zelda’s lack of impulse control swelled dangerously into self-destruction. He understood how bad things were when one night, five years earlier, he got a phone call at four in the morning.


“Mr. Simmons? I’m calling from Westington County Hospital. Sir, your daughter has been in a car accident. She’s going to be all right, but we have had to restrain her. She says she took the drug Molly—that’s Ecstasy—but we think she actually ingested something else.”


“What do you think it was?”


“The kids buy cheap drugs. It’s probably some generic version of a designer drug. We think it was bath salts, which is very bad news. She’s in a state we call ‘excited delirium,’ meaning she’s acting psychotic. Hallucinating. There were eight kids brought in together and they’re all in the same condition. They were in two cars racing down Main Street in DeGranit.”


He closed his eyes in silent prayer. “Who was driving?” Kenny’s voice croaked on the last word.


“Your daughter was in the passenger seat. Mr. Simmons, you should know the boy who was the driver was badly hurt and is going to have to have an amputation.”


Kenny let out an exhalation of air so long he only then discovered he had been holding his breath.


He flew to the hospital in a panic. When he was finally allowed to see Zelda, he was appalled to find her covered with abrasions, the white part of her right eye blood red and swollen.


“I insist an ophthalmologist be brought in immediately,” he said firmly.


The ER physician said, “We can set you up with an appointment later in the week. There’s no reason it has to be done right now. She is still agitated, and we have seven other teenaged patients to take care of. They are in far worse shape than she is.”


“Then you better call your security, Doc, because I’m not leaving this hospital until an eye specialist sees my daughter. If you don’t listen to me, I will make sure everyone in the building hears me.”


“Dad,” Zelda protested weakly from her hospital bed. Despite the fact that she was drugged half out of her mind, her stepfather still managed to embarrass her, but even in her delirium, she knew better than to argue with Kenny when he dug in his heels.


By the time the ophthalmologist showed up, Zelda was coming down off her extreme high. He examined her eye and put a treatment plan in place. The doctors decided to hold her for a few more hours to observe her condition, and Zelda fell asleep.


Unsure what to do with himself, Kenny decided to take a walk. He went to the payment office where they were starting their workday. “My stepdaughter is about to be discharged from the hospital. Her health insurance won’t cover everything. I’d like to write you a check for the out-of-pocket charges.” He laid his photo identification on the gray Formica counter in front of the female clerk.


She was startled, but picked up his license and read his name, “Mr. Simmons? How old is your stepdaughter?”


“She’s eighteen.”


“Oh, then she is the one who is responsible for the bills. They will be sent to her.”


He was frustrated that the woman didn’t understand him. “She can’t pay them. Zelda doesn’t have any money.”


“We can set her up with a payment plan.”


Kenny tried using his most reasonable tone of voice when he said, “I’ll pay the full amount now.”


It was her turn to be frustrated. “It doesn’t work that way. We wait for the insurance companies to weigh in . . . and then, to be honest, most people negotiate the cost of the expenses.”


“I’m not buying a used car. I assume you people know what you are doing and how much to charge for it.”


“It’s complicated, depending on your coverage and the provider. I recommend you wait until the bill is generated. Then, call and talk to the head of our department.”


Kenny was already in a rattled state and was further shaken by this disclosure. He and his wife had had health insurance when she got sick, but he never questioned anyone when the medical bills came. He’d always paid them all in full. But he felt drawn to get back to his stepdaughter and didn’t feel he had the time to debate this matter further. He thanked the woman and went back to Zelda’s hospital room.


For the next five years, Zelda remained in and out of serious trouble, rehabilitation facilities, Alcoholics Anonymous, and Narcotics Anonymous. She bounced between their home in the country, couches of fellow addicts in the city of DeGranit, and wherever her newest boyfriend lived. During her most recent stretch of sobriety, she had met a young man at a meeting named Larry, and they’d started dating.


Kenny objected. “I thought the twelve-step rules said you had to wait a year to date.”


“There are no rules, Dad. There are only suggestions.”


He knew from experience that the more he talked with her about his concerns, the more unruly she would become. It was even possible that she would be determined that Larry was “Mr. Right.”


One day, when Kenny drove over to Montpelier to take Zelda out to lunch, he saw her and Larry standing on a curb together. She kissed the man goodbye and started running toward Kenny’s car with a blissful expression on her face. Larry’s appearance irked Kenny. He was exactly Zelda’s type, his shirt thrown over his right shoulder, naked from the waist up and covered with tattoos and body piercings. Both of his upper arms appeared to have intricate short sleeves drawn on them, and a blue and black winged pattern snaked across his back. Very classy, Kenny thought as he shuddered.


When he learned Larry had joined the service and would soon be leaving for boot camp, Kenny was relieved. Relieved, that was, until Zelda announced she was pregnant. He went into a panic. What a mess! I wish her mother were here to talk it over. I have no idea how to handle this.


Zelda was thrilled by the news that she was expecting; she had complete faith in Larry and their new love. She was quite sure once Larry got used to the idea, he would make a great father. She was naïve about how the baby would change her life and about parenting in general.


“When the baby’s born, I can take it with me to work. There’s room in the back office of the shop to put a crib or play-pen. Is that what you call it? A playpen? I have a girlfriend who knows all about social services. In Vermont, they even help you pay for daycare.”


Kenny fumed. Zelda had moved in and out of his house because he would not enable her addictions. She had not been able to maintain an apartment or keep a job for long, although she had been working at the jewelry shop for five months now. He thought about the future costs for the baby’s cavities and music lessons, saving for college, and ski equipment.


What is the point of living in Vermont if a kid can’t ski?


“Do you even know how much a child needs for lunch money and field trips?” he asked.


“Oh, they have free and reduced lunch programs.”


“Yeah, and then the other kids will tease him. Or her.”


“I don’t think so.”


Kenny felt like Zelda was walking off a cliff, and there was no way he could save her. Her delusion about a happy family ended abruptly when she got a text message from Larry that read, “If you want to ruin your life and have the baby, that is your problem. I don’t want anything to do with either of you.”


Eventually, Zelda confided in Kenny. She handed her phone to him and let him read the message. She was quiet and appeared numb. Bruise-colored smudges shadowed her tear-filled eyes.


Kenny sent out a silent prayer: Please give her the strength to handle it. Please. He arranged for Zelda to leave the halfway house she had been living in because she wanted to move back home. He wasn’t thrilled about the situation and extra responsibility but recognized that things could get much worse if she started using again.


These were supposed to be his golden years. He hadn’t planned on raising another child. He worried about it so much he started to get a fluttering feeling in his chest. It happened often enough that he broke down and made an appointment to see Dr. Gluck.


“Well, your blood pressure is a bit high. What’s going on with you?” The doctor leaned forward in his chair as Kenny talked about his stepdaughter. Dr. Gluck was a great listener. He nodded when Kenny spoke and made sympathetic eye contact. He had learned early in his career that judgment wasn’t helpful in medicine. Given the right conditions, all human beings were capable of a wide array of behaviors. He often said, “Extraordinary circumstances require extraordinary solutions.”


“Kenny, I want you to start walking every day. At least three miles.”


“Three miles? I’m sixty-two years old.”


“Three miles. At least. Get some rain gear for inclement weather and some good walking shoes. You’ll probably have to pay close to a hundred dollars for them. Walk every day. You can take Sunday off. I want to see you again in two months.”


“Well. Okay. I guess I can use some exercise, but I don’t even know where to go.”


“Pick a dirt road and start walking, Kenny. Fresh air and the sounds of nature will do you nothing but good.”


“Shouldn’t I ease into this, Frank? I’ve never been very active. What happens if I’m out on some country road and I start having the heart palpitations? Isn’t that dangerous?”


“No one ever died from a good stretch of the legs, Kenny. I’ll tell you what, if it makes you feel more comfortable, walk along Route 200. There are always people passing by, and most of them know who you are. Your neighbors will stop if you flag them down.”


“All right, if you say so. Wish me luck.”
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Five


“Come my friends, ‘tis not too late to seek a newer world.”


—Alfred, Lord Tennyson


Yvonne’s son was eating a sandwich at her kitchen table. “Does it have enough mustard on it, honey?”


“Mom, when you were gone all winter, I was perfectly capable of making my own lunch.”


“I know you’re a grown man now, Spencer, but I like to spoil you. Don’t feel special. I like to spoil everyone.”


She loved her child to pieces, but she still had a hard time looking directly at him. His face had been damaged in a car accident, and he had been left with a ragged scar that ran from the right corner of his mouth to the top of his right ear. The hair above the ear looked mangy and rough because the scalp hadn’t healed right. He also had an empty shirtsleeve because he had lost his left arm in that same accident, when he was seventeen, on the night that he got drunk and high and took a girl out for a joy ride. Apparently, they were racing another car down the busiest road in DeGranit and ran right through the traffic light. Yvonne’s only solace was that no one was killed. Although she forgave her son’s mistake because he had been so young when it happened, she couldn’t tolerate the change in his appearance. Her perfect baby had been mutilated. Defaced. The saddest part was he had done it to himself.
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