





 
“Anything needs saying needs saying right now.”
“Why don’t you say a few things about yourself, then, Gram?” Tessa said.
“You’re sure you want to hear this?” Helen said. “It might take a while.”
“We’ve got plenty of cookies, Mom,” Nancy said. “Plenty of coffee.”
“Since when did you start eating dessert?”
“I don’t smoke. I hardly drink. I need a vice if I’m going to survive a summer with you.”
Tessa cradled her coffee mug and looked over the top at her grandmother. An hour ago she hadn’t been sure she could face the next moment in her life. Now, in the coffee-scented kitchen, her grandmother on one side, her mother on the other, the world looked a little different.
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CHAPTER 1

After she surrendered to the inevitable and gave up trying to make her grandmother open the front door, Tessa MacRae resigned herself to spending the rest of the sweltering morning in what passed for shade on the front porch. The time wasn’t completely wasted. From the vantage point of a creaking old swing, she could observe almost everything she needed to know about her grandmother’s world.
First, in an area renowned for its natural splendor, this little corner of the Shenandoah Valley was not holding up its end.
The evaluation was interrupted by the screech of a window being wrenched open just above her.
“You still down there, missy? I didn’t ask you to come, you know, and I sure didn’t ask for these!”
At thirty-seven, Tessa, a high-school English teacher, hadn’t been a “missy” for a number of years, but this was not the moment to object. A rattling followed Helen Henry’s words, and suddenly the air was filled not with much-needed rain, but with balls of paper sliding off the tin roof to the ground below. Tessa tried to count them as they fell. A dozen, at least. Then, after a pithy pause, half a dozen more.
The window above the porch slammed shut again.
Tessa waited, but the paper hailstorm had ended. She got to her feet, picked up and smoothed a wad that had landed on the front steps. Two women and a man, with broad smiles and glowing silver hair, stared back at her from a golf course fairway.
“‘Green Springs Retirement Community,’” she read out loud. “‘Because today is the first day of the rest of your life.’” Crumpling the page in her fist, she wondered how many similar brochures her mother, Nancy Whitlock, had sent Helen during the past weeks. When nothing else fell from above, she returned to the swing, drew her knees up to her chin and got on with her assessment.
On her drive to the small town of Toms Brook, Tessa had been charmed, as always, by the magnificent blue-green sweep of mountains, the Queen Anne’s lace and wild chicory blooming by the roadside, the placid, heat-hypnotized cattle and horses dotting Virginia’s hillsides and meadows. But that was a panorama, a rural still life, and unfortunately, her grandmother’s farm, which was baking under an unrelenting sun, was something else altogether.
The drought that had affected the entire area had been particularly bad here. Corn was not going to be knee-high by the Fourth of July, which was only three days away. Several acres of field corn across the road from her grandmother’s house looked like bonsai gardens gone awry, twisted and shriveling under the sun. Only the dandelions seemed to be holding their own. Unless the area got rain, and plenty of it, the corn wouldn’t even be knee-high by Labor Day.
Then there was the heat. Virginia was no one’s idea of a summertime oasis, but Tessa, a native, couldn’t remember a hotter July. While waiting for her grandmother to reconsider her options, Tessa had probably sweated away an entire quart of bottled springwater. No air stirred. No bees hummed. The mud daubers that had built a castle under the eaves had pulled up their drawbridge and escaped into the keep. Even the blue jays had declared a truce with the crows and were probably napping side by side under the leafy branches of Helen’s twin maples.
The window screeched again. “And take these, while you’re at it!” Helen shouted. “You think I need your fancy presents?”
The nightgown, then the robe, that Tessa had bought her grandmother on her last birthday floated to the rambling rose that sprawled uncontrolled along the trellis and porch railing. They bloomed there in soft shades of violet and pink, as close to real blossoms as the rose had produced in years.
“Or your mother’s!” Helen added.
Tessa hoped that Nancy hadn’t given Helen a piano or a safe. She was glad when the only thing to flutter past was a garnet-red sweater on its way to the holly bush beside the rose.
The window slammed again.
The sweltering Tessa stared stoically out at the Massanutten Mountains in the far distance. Neither the Alleghenies nor the Massanuttens, which flanked this upper part of the Shenandoah Valley, were simple postcard views. They were touchable, habitable mountains, populated for centuries by stalwart homesteaders who had seen the slopes as challenges and the peaceful, flourishing valley in between as their reward. The entire valley was a testament that rural life, idealized and cherished by millions of city dwellers, existed still.
But today, life in general seemed to have mysteriously vanished here on Fitch Crossing Road. In all the time Tessa had sat there, sweated there and silently willed her grandmother to throw up her hands and invite her inside, not one car had passed. Once she had turned off Route 11 and headed toward the Shenandoah River, Tessa’s small green Toyota had been King of the Road. No tractors, no hay wagons, no horse-crazy teenagers passing a lazy summer afternoon.
For all practical purposes, Helen seemed to have Fitch Crossing to herself. If her grandmother died in this house—as she fully intended—she might well be a desiccated, mummified corpse before anyone realized she was gone.
The window screeched again. Tessa visualized medieval knights pouring boiling oil from towers on the heads of invaders below. She rested her feet on the ground, her hands on her lap, and made a conscious effort to loosen the kinks in her neck.
“And don’t forget this!” Helen said.
If the first paper blitz had resembled hailstones, this one resembled snow. Pastel-colored snow. One of the tiny shredded pieces drifted to the porch floor. Tessa could see it was the corner of a check, most likely one of the many her mother had sent—one of the many Helen Henry had never cashed.
She waited for the window to slam once more. When it did, she propelled her head back and forth, side to side, and tied up her conclusions.
Helen was not taking care of the farm. The Old Stoneburner Place—as it would be called until Doomsday—had never been a showplace. It was a working farm, the product of German immigrants who had crosscut timber to build their first dogtrot cabin, cleared fields with the help of mules and multitudes of sons, shivered through mountain-shadowed nights and shuddered under summer skies.
Helen, a Stoneburner by birth, had worked the farm with very little help for almost sixty years. Somehow she had eked out a living and held on to the land despite rising property taxes, managing somehow. Clearly she was not managing anymore.
The farmyard looked neglected. On the way up to the house, Tessa had been forced to maneuver ruts in the driveway as deep as the drainage ditches lining it. The day lilies and peonies that had multiplied decades ago to border the ditches were being choked out by weeds and waist-high saplings; the fence around the vegetable garden was sagging and torn.
The house looked neglected, too. There were a thousand farmhouses like it in rural Virginia. Long, deep front porch, tin roof, white clapboard siding always in need of touching up. A screen door stood between a heavier door and the world outside, welcoming breezes and neighbors.
Today it was a typical farmhouse fast declining. Problems with the exterior were almost too extensive to catalog. And inside? The interior was a mystery, a black hole of gruesome possibilities. All Tessa knew, all anybody knew, was what one neighbor had told Tessa’s mother.
When recounting that conversation Nancy Henry Whitlock had stampeded through the sentences as if she was afraid the end might be out of reach.
“I don’t know how Ron Claiborne got my phone number, but he did somehow, and that’s neither here nor there, I suppose. Then he said—” and Nancy’s voice had changed to mimic his: “‘Ma’am, I’m sorry to say it, but your ma’s in a bad way. She don’t come outside anymore, and she don’t let nobody in. But I seen what I seen through her front door. And it like to have stopped my heart. She being the neat…well, prissy old woman that she is. You understand what I mean?’”
Nancy had paused at that point before she added in her own incredulous voice, “Like he thought maybe I really didn’t understand.”
Tessa still wasn’t sure if her mother had been more aghast at the message or the messenger who had delivered it. A Claiborne? A hard-drinking, fast-living Claiborne tattling on a Henry?
Tessa, of course, had been the first person Nancy called after she hung up on Mr. Claiborne. God forbid that Nancy would look into this or any problem on her own. No, there was a ritual Nancy followed at moments like these. The wringing and fluttering of hands, the public gnashing of teeth, the litanies of “I told you there was a problem,” and “If somebody would listen to me once in a while…”
As for the problem itself, neither Nancy nor Tessa really knew the full extent. Helen had refused to allow Nancy or Tessa’s father, Billy, inside the farmhouse to see what Mr. Claiborne had meant, meeting them at the soda fountain at the Walton and Smoot Pharmacy, instead, after Nancy threatened to alert the health department or the sheriff.
According to Nancy, Helen had looked unkempt at that meeting, but, of course, Nancy, whose self-grooming sacrament took a full hour of each morning, thought that anyone who hadn’t just stepped out of a full-service salon was worse for wear.
Helen had been surly, too, Nancy claimed. That, also, was nothing new. On a good day, people said that Helen was feisty, strong-minded, no-nonsense. Good days were rare. More often she was said to be mean-spirited, difficult, the woman most likely to snatch poor Toto from Dorothy’s arms and turn him over to the sheriff.
So the news, at that point, had only been expected. Then the story had taken a sharp turn. Helen—and this was still hard for Tessa to believe—Helen had admitted that she was slowing down. Under Billy’s patient questioning, she had admitted that no, she couldn’t keep up as well as before, that no, the house wasn’t as clean as it should be, that yes, she wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. Helen Stoneburner Henry, a senior Superwoman in a housedress, had admitted that yes, she might possibly, just might, need a little help.
Of course, even though she hadn’t been there, Tessa understood exactly what must have triggered the next exchange. While Billy had gently teased the truth from Helen’s lips, Nancy had surely quoted county ordinances, conversations with officials at the health department, the nuggets of information Nancy had gleaned with regard to declaring an aging relative incompetent. Then, as a finale, she had probably sung the praises of every retirement community within ten miles of the Richmond city limits.
According to Tessa’s father, the conversation had ended with Helen’s furious denouncement: “You’re not moving me to some fancy old folks home hundreds of miles from here, not while I’m still breathing. And you’re not coming inside my house ever again. Not unless you bring that daughter of yours along. At least Tessa has some sense!”
So now Tessa waited, poised for the fun to begin. She was not amused by the irony. She was caught squarely between two women she really didn’t want to know any better, forced to spend the remainder of her summer vacation watching them dance and feint like boxers in a ring. On top of that, if the inside of the house was anything like the outside, she would be painting and patching for all of July and August.
But what did it really matter? What was waiting for her at home in Fairfax? Who was waiting for her?
A cloud of dust announced that, indeed, there was life on Fitch Crossing Road after all. Tessa turned her head to watch the cloud move toward her. In the center was a black sedan, her mother’s sleek Mercedes, now coated with Fitch Crossing’s gritty charms. The car slowed, and the cloud drifted home. Nancy was still going too fast when she turned into the driveway. She narrowly avoided the northern ditch, overcompensated, and straightened just in time to avoid the southern.
Tessa didn’t move. She felt the remainder of the summer closing in on her. Life was closing in on her. She was not strong enough for this, might never be strong enough again. Yet here she was, dutiful daughter, solicitous granddaughter, peacekeeper. Tessa MacRae, high-school English teacher, wife of a successful attorney, survivor. She had already been through the worst that life could throw at her. She reminded herself there was nothing that could happen here to rival it.
She tried to gain comfort from that and failed. She waited until Nancy’s door slammed and her mother was halfway up the overgrown path before she rose to her feet.
 
Nancy Whitlock’s heart always beat faster when she saw her daughter. The phenomenon had begun in the hospital delivery room at the instant of Tessa’s birth. After a torturous, prolonged delivery, Nancy had been drugged almost to a point where her heart should have stopped completely. But she had taken one groggy look at the scrawny, vernix-slick baby she had expelled from her womb, and, with her heart pounding in her ears, she had realized that everything, everything, that had come before had been worth it.
Through the years she had waited for the humdrum of motherhood to set in. Friends took their children in stride. They talked of other things, looked forward to nights out, made routine dates for tennis and golf. Those other pleasures had never truly captured Nancy’s speeding, rapturous heart.
Now, as she walked up the path toward her daughter, she noted Tessa’s pallor, weight loss, the tension in her perfect posture. Tessa stood remarkably still, as if she had schooled every human instinct into submission. She never fidgeted. If she had ever scratched an itch, it had not been scratched in public. She was a marble Madonna, terrifyingly beautiful in her serenity. Or rather, once upon a time she had been beautiful—at least in Nancy’s eyes—and serene. These days she just looked tired, older than her thirty-seven years, haunted.
Right now, she looked resigned.
“I meant to get here earlier.” Nancy started talking before she reached the porch. The words started as a trickle and ended as a cascade. “The traffic in Richmond was horrible. Then I had to stop and get gas. By that time I was starving. I’d have bought you a sandwich, just in case, if I thought you’d eat it. You don’t eat enough, and it shows. Why are you still on the porch? Did you just get here, too?”
“Gram’s not answering the door. And no, I got here on time.”
The last was not a reprimand. The words were matter-of-fact. Tessa had been on time. Of course she had been on time. Nancy was the one who got distracted, who tried and failed to be punctual, confident, cool. Nancy, who knew that she failed everyone she loved with every word and gesture.
Nancy responded only to the first statement. “Not answering the door? Why are her clothes out here?” She gestured to the rose bush. “And all this paper?”
“She hasn’t answered for the hour or more I’ve been here, but she’s home. I’ve heard her at the bedroom window.”
Nancy stopped before climbing the porch steps, shaded her eyes with a cupped hand and squinted at the window in question. “Heard her? The window’s shut and the curtains are drawn.”
“They’re drawn now.”
“She closed the windows and drew the curtains, knowing you were waiting down here? In this heat? She left you to bake out here?”
“It’s probably cooler outside than in.”
“Maybe she’s sick.” Nancy took the steps as fast as her legs would carry her. She threw open the screen door and tried the doorknob. When it didn’t turn, she began to pound. “Mother! Mother!”
“I don’t think that will help.”
Nancy continued to pound. “Something could be wrong.”
“Unless something’s wrong with her hearing, that’s not going to get us anywhere.”
Nancy halted abruptly. “You have a better idea, Tessa? Seems to me you’ve just been sitting here not doing a blessed thing. Who knows? She could be dead in there.”
“She was alive when I drove up, alive when she tossed things out the window, still alive when she closed the window and the drapes.”
“You really think she’s stonewalling us?”
“It’s pretty clear.”
Nancy stepped back, glaring at the door. Like everything else, it needed several coats of paint. The roof needed repairing; the porch needed shoring; the windows needed cleaning; the screen door needed patching.
The main door had survived generations of Stoneburners and looked it. Years ago Nancy had left the house through this doorway and never looked back. Now she banged on the door once more for good measure.
“I think she’ll come down eventually,” Tessa said. “When she’s punished us long enough.”
“Punished us?”
“For insisting she change the way she lives to suit us.”
“I suppose you think I don’t have that right.” Nancy could feel her shoulders slump. She was sixty but looked younger, much younger, when she was rested and reasonably contented. She was neither now. Sweat steamed a path between breasts which were jammed together in a bra that was close kin to the Iron Maiden. She wanted to rip off her control-top panty hose, tie them to the unpainted porch rafters and hang herself. She had been up every night for a week worrying about the days to come. The bags under her eyes had bags of their own, and she could feel a new chin growing and wobbling as she shook her head.
Tessa didn’t sigh. She was a still, dark lake, and whatever churned beneath was hidden, as always. “We’re here,” Tessa said. “It’s too late to reconsider. I’ve cleared my calendar for the rest of the summer, you’ve cleared yours. All we can do is move ahead.”
“And how do we do that? She’s locked herself in like a prisoner.”
“I gather you don’t have a key?”
“Why would I need a key? She never locks the door. I’ve told her and told her to lock it—”
“Well, it looks like this time she did what she was told.”
Nancy glanced at her daughter and saw the shadow of a smile. The two women were nothing alike. Tessa was tall, with narrow hips, small breasts. Her eyes were tilted and green, her hair bone straight and a rich, silky brown. She wore it long, pulled back like a dancer’s. She had, in fact, devoted herself to ballet until mid-adolescence, when the pleasures of a more normal life had called her away. She still had a dancer’s posture, a dancer’s grace, a dancer’s simplicity. Today she wore cream-colored shorts that highlighted her long tanned legs and a matching raw silk blouse with a mandarin collar.
Nancy knew herself to be an aged cheerleader. Stocky, blond, as perky as any woman with arthritis and high blood pressure could be. Her hair curled at any provocation; her skin blistered in the sun. She exercised religiously and exorcized the ever-creeping pounds, subdued the hair with the help of Richmond’s best hairdresser, wore expensive sunscreen under more expensive foundation that she shaded and contoured to soften her square face.
Today she wore a designer dress of baby pink and more undergarments than a flock of Victoria’s Secret angels. And right now she was sorry about all of it.
“I think she just wants to show us who’s boss,” Tessa said. “When Gram is sure we’ve gotten her point, she’ll let us in. We should make ourselves comfortable.”
Nancy didn’t have to think about that approach. “No.”
“No?”
“Did you check the back door?”
“It will be locked.”
“Then you didn’t check.”
“I didn’t feel comfortable barging in, not when she so obviously wanted to keep me out.”
“Well, I don’t have that problem. Two can play this game. She’s not the only stubborn Henry woman in the world. I’ve come a long way, and I’m not spending the night on this porch. The mosquitoes will eat—”
“We’re a long way from the mosquito hour,” Tessa interrupted. “Can’t you just wait a bit, see if she lets us in now that we’re both here?”
Nancy was cranking up. She had put her entire life on hold for this. She had given up a chance to chair a garden club luncheon next week. It was an honor she’d long coveted and might not be offered again. She had left her husband in Richmond, and without her constant presence at his side, she was afraid he would have too much time to reflect on all the things that were missing in their marriage. “And what for?” she spoke out loud, as if Tessa had been privy to her thoughts. “Not to stand out here and plead to be admitted to my mother’s inner sanctum.”
She pivoted and started down the steps, only glancing behind her once to see if her daughter had followed. Tessa was trailing behind, but she didn’t look pleased.
“Good,” Nancy said. “We’ll find a way. There’s a door into the basement from the fruit cellar.”
Tessa didn’t respond.
The back door was locked. The fruit cellar door was locked. Most of the first-floor windows were closed and probably locked. Except one. Nancy stood below the window that led to the room her mother called a parlor and gazed up at it. Since the ground sloped, the first floor was higher here and the window was out of reach. But the window was open. Wide open and large enough for Nancy to squirm through.
“Did you sneak in and out this way as a teenager?” Tessa asked.
“Where would I have sneaked to? Look around. This is the middle of nowhere. There’s probably a sign to that effect somewhere. I’m sure I passed it at the beginning of Fitch.”
“You must have had friends. With cars.”
“I didn’t have time for friends. By the time I finished all the chores your grandmother gave me, there was no time for fun.”
“Even if I thought creeping through windows was a good idea, I wouldn’t suggest starting here and now. The window’s too high.”
Nancy registered her daughter’s reasonable tone. Tessa sounded like a mother trying to be patient with a recalcitrant preschooler, a diplomat asking for concessions from warring nations. Combined with the heat, it was a fatal mixture. Nancy pulled herself up to her full five foot four. “There’s a ladder in the garage. Or there used to be.”
Tessa put her hand on her mother’s arm. “We should wait.”
Nancy shook her off. “Look, we need to establish ground rules right away. Your grandmother cannot be in control of what happens here this summer. If she puts up roadblocks every time we try to help, nothing’s going to get done.” She started for the garage, a freestanding structure that was as dilapidated as the house.
“So you’re going to show her who’s boss?”
“I wouldn’t put it that way.”
“It doesn’t matter how you put it.”
Nancy stopped mid-bustle and turned. “I lived with her for twenty-two years. No matter what you think you know about your grandmother, I know more.”
Tessa stood quietly, but her expression said it all. She disapproved. She did not understand—and never would—what drove her mother. No matter how hard Nancy tried to get through to her, to enlist her support, Tessa, just like her father, would never regard her mother as anything more than a lightweight, beautifully wrapped burden.
“It’s going to be a long, hot summer,” Nancy said. “And it’s going to seem even longer if you spend the rest of it passing judgment on me, Tessa.”
Without watching to see the effect of her words, she started for the garage again. Only when she heard a loud thunk did she stop and turn. Tessa shrugged, then stepped back and gazed up at the window above her head. What had just been an open window was now firmly closed. As Nancy watched, the woman inside drew the curtain across this window, too, and completely shut out the world.
 
Panic was an old enemy, one that Helen Henry could usually subdue the way she had subdued most of the enemies she had confronted in her eighty-two years. Now it clawed at her gut and wrapped its hands around her throat so that she could hardly breathe.
Of course there was always the chance she was having problems filling her lungs because there were no longer any window open in the house and the temperature inside was inching its way into the triple digits.
She stood with her back to the small portion of empty wall beside the parlor window and tried to catch her breath. While the window was open she had stood in this very place and listened to her only living relatives discuss the relative merits of storming her house. Only then had she succumbed to the panic that had hovered an arm’s length away for a week.
They were here. Sooner or later they were going to come inside. They were going to see.
Her head fell forward in despair, and she noticed that her blue housedress was missing two buttons so that it gaped over her pendulous breasts. She had a thousand buttons to choose from, but no energy for the task of repairing it. She was pear-shaped, and she wore the dress and others of its ilk to hide her wide hips. Good hips for childbearing, her own mother had told her. Right now Helen was sorry her mother had been right.
“Mother!”
At Nancy’s summons, Helen gritted her teeth, which were still mostly her own. It was common knowledge that Stoneburner teeth outlived many a Stoneburner. She considered praying that hers would outlast her, that she would die right here and now. But she doubted the Lord would take her quickly on such a flimsy pretext. She had to save that prayer, just in case things got really tough.
Right now, she had to either fish or cut bait. She was not a coward. Her life had not been easy, but she had marched through it, keeping panic at bay with one hand as she hacked a path through her personal wilderness with the other. The hand that had done the hacking was the only hand she’d allowed anyone to see since her husband’s death, and it was the hand she needed to show right now.
If she didn’t show that hand, if she allowed her daughter and granddaughter to see any other part of her, they would descend on her, prey on her weakness. She pictured wolves with Nancy and Tessa’s faces, and was only vaguely ashamed.
“Mother!”
She thought she heard Tessa trying to shush Nancy. She could have told her granddaughter that the effort was useless, although she supposed Tessa knew that and just couldn’t help herself. To the rest of the world Nancy might look flighty, even foolish at times, but Helen knew the granite those more superficial layers had been built upon. Nancy usually got what she wanted. Her pampered, made-to-order life was a testimony to that.
Helen lifted a corner of the parlor curtain and peeked out the window. The two women were still standing with the sun blazing down on them. Nancy was wilting like a carnation in the sunlight. Helen felt a twinge of sympathy. Sweat was pouring down her own back, and her dress was soaked under the arms. Unfortunately, she was the one who was inflicting this misery on everybody.
Helen dropped the curtain and straightened. The time had come. If she waited any longer, she wouldn’t find the strength. Her choices were gone, and the only choice now was to act as if she was in charge, even if it wasn’t true.
She wound her way toward the front door, trying not to look too closely at her surroundings. The dead bolt screeched when she turned it, as if it hadn’t been used very often—which it hadn’t. The air that rushed in was hot, but it was air. She breathed deeply; then she closed the door behind her, stepped gingerly out on the porch and made her way to the railing.
The robe and gown she had thrown from the window were just in reach, and again, she felt vaguely ashamed. She hadn’t worn them yet. She had plenty of older things to wear out first. But she had taken them out sometimes to look at them, to feel the silky fabric against her callused fingertips. She gathered them over her arm now, then reached for the sweater that Nancy had given her for Christmas, pricking her finger on a holly leaf as she did.
They hadn’t come back to the front yet. She was certain they were on their way; after all, what kind of ninnies stood outside in full sunshine when they didn’t have to? She debated how best to greet them when they showed up.
She didn’t have to debate long.
Tessa appeared first, which was not surprising, since Nancy was probably still scheming and steaming unnecessarily. Tessa paused when she saw her grandmother on the porch, but said nothing. Helen awarded her points for that. She could count on Tessa not to make a fuss. She was a regular Jackie Kennedy in times of crisis.
“Well, come on up.” Helen stepped away from the railing. “Since it looks like you’re not about to take my hint and go home.”
“I was afraid you were going to start tossing all the furniture out that window.” Tessa climbed the steps but stopped on the top one. “How are you, Gram?”
“Just like I was the last time you asked me. And now that you know, you can go on home again.”
Nancy rounded the corner and glared at her mother. “I suppose you think this was cute, Mother? Doesn’t the Bible say something about making guests welcome?”
“Some folks might think a rattlesnake winding his way up the front steps was a guest, but me, I’ve got some common sense to go with my Bible verses.”
Nancy started forward. “Is that the way a Christian woman talks about the loved ones who want to help her?”
Helen stood her ground. “You’re here because you invited yourself.”
Nancy started to respond, but Tessa stepped in front of her and stood firmly between the two older women.
“Look,” Tessa said. “If you two don’t stop, this summer is going to be impossible. Gram, I wish you had let me in when I arrived, but I guess it’s your right to keep me waiting. It is your house.”
“Durned right it is.”
“And, Mom, you had a right to be worried about Gram.”
“We don’t need a negotiator, Tessa, and of course I was worried.”
Tessa stepped back so she could see them both. “Let’s just go in now and forget the rest.”
Helen knew it was time to make one last pathetic stand. “I don’t want you here. I can take care of myself. I’ve been taking care of myself for years and years.”
Nancy started to list all the obvious signs that Helen couldn’t take care of anyone, but Tessa held up her hand. “Let us help,” she said to her grandmother.
Helen released a long breath and fell silent. Help. It was a word that had only the vaguest meaning, a word that applied to other people but never to her. She noted her granddaughter’s expression. Tessa was like Helen herself, seldom showing what she was feeling. But at this crucial moment, concern shone in her eyes. The concern was that of one human being for another, not the heartfelt worry of family members who had warm, shared memories. But Helen grabbed it and held on. She had nothing else.
“I don’t want to hear a word, you understand? Not a word about how I’ve let the place go. You think I don’t know?”
Tessa didn’t reply. Nancy sighed. “Let’s just go inside.”
“It doesn’t matter what you find,” Helen said. “I’m not leaving this house. Not until the Lord calls me home.” She didn’t wait for confirmation; she turned and stiffly hobbled toward the house.
Behind her, she heard Tessa murmur to her mother, “You heard what she said, right?”
“I hear just fine.”
Helen didn’t point out that she heard just fine, too. She shoved the door open, then stepped to one side once she was in the hallway. She watched the other women.
At the threshold, Tessa stepped aside to let her mother enter first. Helen watched as Nancy’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. Tessa came in behind her and gave a low whistle. And after her own warning, it was Tessa who spoke first.
“My God,” she said softly.
Without looking, Helen knew exactly what her daughter and granddaughter saw. Piles and piles and more piles lining walls, making corridors in the middle of rooms, towering like fortresses that stretched and tipped just feet from the ceiling. Cereal boxes flattened into wafers, empty jars glinting in front of a window, rescued magazines and books that the careless citizens of Toms Brook, Mauertown and Woodstock had thrown away in their trash, blankets, towels folded neatly and placed in their proper stacks. Kitchen appliances she would fix someday once she found the right parts, plastic bags filled with more bags—and what was more wasteful than throwing those into some landfill while they were still in one piece? Seed catalogues with photographs too lovely not to be enjoyed again, plastic flowerpots waiting for a new plant to fill them.
And more, so much more.
“Well, don’t look so stunned. It’s just my stuff,” Helen said. “I’ll use every last bit of it. Some folks never learn how to make do, to save and take care of things, to use something old again instead of throwing away and buying more. Well, I’m proud I know how. Nothing I need that I don’t have right here. Nothing at all, and how many people can say as much?”
Then, because she couldn’t bear to see the shock and pity on the faces of the only two people in the world who loved her even a little, Helen turned, picked her way up the cluttered stairwell and along the upstairs hallway, and closed her bedroom door behind her.


CHAPTER 2

Tessa realized that Nancy needed a place to sit and recover. There wasn’t one, of course. Every chair in sight was simply a base for more stacks of “stuff,” as Helen had put it. Tessa helped her mother remove thick books of wallpaper and upholstery samples from an armchair in the corner, making several trips to the porch, because there was no place inside to put them without cutting off access to the rest of the house forever.
When she returned after hauling out the final bunch, she found Nancy sitting with her head in her hands.
“All right,” Tessa conceded. “It’s bad. Worse than we imagined.”
“I’m waiting for a rat to run over my foot.”
For once, Nancy wasn’t exaggerating. The house had that feel. Disturb a pile and unleash an onslaught of vermin. Maybe Helen had been collecting rodents, too, hoping to discover a use for them sometime in the foreseeable future.
“What do you suppose she was doing with wallpaper and upholstery samples?” Nancy asked. “Maybe she intended to paper over all these piles, hoping we wouldn’t notice?”
“They’re labeled. They’re from an interior decorator’s shop in Strasburg. I’d guess she saw them on a trash pile when she was there one day and rescued them.”
Nancy groaned.
“You were right.” Tessa had to give credit where it was due, even though it felt unfamiliar. “I guess I thought…” She didn’t know how to phrase the rest.
“You thought I invented a problem here because I don’t have anything better to do.” Nancy lifted her head. “You think I don’t know?”
“This is not a good time to delve into the mysteries of our relationship. I was trying to let you know I’m sorry I doubted the seriousness of this.”
“It is serious.” Nancy swept the room with a hand. “One match, Tessa. A spark. That’s all it would take.”
“I’ll lure her outside if you’re willing to do the deed. It would save a lot of time.”
Nancy smiled, and Tessa was unexpectedly warmed by it. Nancy smiled too often, and her smiles usually hung on too long, as if she was pleading to be noticed and appreciated. This smile was not trying to accomplish anything. It was released, and it ended quickly.
“Can we sleep in the house tonight?” Nancy asked. “Without putting our lives in danger?”
“As hot as it is, we should probably worry about spontaneous combustion.” Tessa paused. “And what are the chances the beds have space for us?”
“I’ve pleaded with her for years to let me put in air-conditioning. I even brought in a man to rewire the house for it a few years ago, but that was as far as I could get. She was furious. And the heat strains her heart. I don’t understand her. I have the money. It’s a small thing to me.”
“Not to her.”
“Well, she’s upstairs now. We’d better decide what we’re going to do while we still can.”
“Or before she goes collecting again.” Tessa ran one finger over a pyramid of dusty florist-issue vases. “How long has it been since you’ve been in the house?”
“Too long, obviously.” Nancy touched her thumb to her fingers as if she was counting. “Last summer? No, that’s not right. I’ve seen her, certainly, but it’s always somewhere else. We’d meet at church or at the drugstore, then afterwards she’d say, ‘Don’t bother coming home with me, I have things to do,’ or ‘I can see to myself just fine.’” Nancy wrinkled her forehead. “I remember we came back here after Kayley died. I—” She stopped abruptly.
Tessa was silent. After Kayley died. Nearly three years ago. She supposed they all marked their days that way. Before Kayley, after Kayley. I was happy before Kayley died. I was despondent afterwards. The day of Kayley’s death was a clear, vital demarcation in time.
The day that Tessa’s five-year-old daughter had been struck and killed by a drunk driver.
“That was the last time I’m absolutely sure I was inside.” Nancy was talking too fast again. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking—”
“Kayley died. We can’t pretend she didn’t.” Tessa put her hands against the small of her back and pressed, stretching tall and swaying. “I came here after the funeral, too. The house looked fine, didn’t it?” Of course, the house could have been swallowed by the Shenandoah that day and she would not have noticed she was treading water.
“It didn’t look like this,” Nancy said. “Tessa, what kind of a daughter am I?”
Tessa frowned. “One who was never invited into the house. She didn’t want you to know. If you hadn’t pushed this, none of us would know.”
“What are we going to do?” Nancy’s hands twisted in her lap. She looked to be on the verge of tears.
Tessa had been asking herself the same question. The smallest things now loomed like giants on the horizon. Was it safe to sleep here tonight? Was there a place to sleep, to eat? Was the lone bathroom in working order? Even if the windows were opened again, could enough air circulate through the house to keep the women from smothering?
And how had Helen allowed her life to come to this?
“We can’t burn it down,” Tessa said. “She’d go up with it, just to spite us. And we can’t spend the night somewhere else. If we do, she won’t let us back inside tomorrow.”
“I’m amazed she let us in today.”
“She knows she needs help, Mom. But it took her so long to admit it because she was scared.”
“She’s never been scared of anything in her whole life. You should have seen her when I was a little girl. She could—”
Tessa only half listened as her mother recounted stories of her grandmother’s courage against copperheads and rattlesnakes, and once a big black bear that had been determined to visit the chicken coop. She knew there was no point in arguing the point. She glanced at her watch, a slender gold band with gemstone chips where numbers should have been. Mack, her husband, had given it to her on her last birthday. She had found that odd. Didn’t he realize that one moment was the same as the next now that Kayley was gone? This was just one more way he no longer understood her.
She looked up again at Nancy, who had run out of steam. “We have about seven hours until the sun goes down. In seven hours we can haul a lot outside.”
Nancy looked defeated. “You’re serious?”
“We have to start with the paper trash. At the very least, the worst of that has to go outside before nightfall.”
“Where in the world are we going to put it?”
“Out in the front yard for now. We can hide it with a tarp until we can dispose of it. I’m sure she has one.”
“She probably has at least a dozen, in a wide variety of sizes and colors. All neatly folded and stacked in the shower stall or the woodstove.”
“Tomorrow we’ll see about finding someone to help us haul it away.”
“She won’t let anybody else inside to help. You do realize that, don’t you?”
Tessa was afraid that was true. More than an hour had passed before Helen had let them in. No one outside the family would be allowed any farther than the porch. As easy as it would be to pay a crew to come inside and haul away the contents of the house, it was not going to be possible without agitating Helen to the point of mania.
“Are you going to tell her we’re clearing out the place, or do you want to leave that up to me?”
“I’ll do it.” Nancy didn’t move.
“Let me. I’m just the granddaughter. She doesn’t have as much to prove.”
“She’ll throw a fit.”
Tessa wondered. On some level, Helen realized the piles had to come down. Perhaps she even wished they would disappear so that she could move easily around her house again. Tessa was still wrestling with the psychology of this. Why would anyone hoard so many useless items that she no longer had room to live a normal life? She had heard of pack rats, but this gave new meaning to the term.
“I’d better get it over with,” she said.
“Maybe we should tie a rope to your waist in case you get lost. I’d tell you to drop bread crumbs, but why bring the mice out of hiding?” Nancy got to her feet. “I’ll be hauling newspapers.”
“Let’s both be careful of our backs. Just one small stack at a time.”
Nancy touched her daughter’s arm. “You have to be firm, Tessa. We can’t feel sorry for her. The stuff has to go, or she has to go. It’s that simple.”
“She knows that. You’ve already threatened her with the health department.”
“I would have sent them months ago if I’d had any idea it was this bad.”
Involving the authorities might have been the more sensible approach, yet what would it have done to Helen? The farm, the house, were her life. Unlike her mother, Tessa did not believe that moving her grandmother to a spiffy retirement home in a strange city would do anything except hasten her death.
She abandoned the muttering Nancy to the stacks and picked her way upstairs. Helen had left just enough space on each step for one foot. One misstep could easily provoke a tumble to the bottom. Tessa made a note to tackle the stairs just as soon as the paper trash had been hauled outside. All Helen needed was a broken hip.
She couldn’t remember when she had last been on the second floor. The house was spacious, added on to here and there through the decades when rooms were needed for an overflow of children or aging relatives who had come back home to be cared for. She paused on the landing, mapping a route to what she thought was her grandmother’s bedroom.
The piles of choice in the upstairs hallway were clothes. To Helen’s credit she did know how to organize. Overalls and jeans were in one pile, the organizing principle being denim, apparently. Another pile looked to be shirts. Yet another was dresses. Rolled socks swelled into mounds, a stack of shoe-boxes contained not shoes but frayed underwear. These piles weren’t as high as those downstairs, but there were many of them, most at least knee-deep.
Tessa picked her way through the maze. This was the repository of dish towels, too, she noticed, and sheets that were only good for Halloween costumes. She came upon a tower of threadbare towels, and it leaned precariously when her hip brushed against it.
“Gram?”
Helen didn’t answer, of course. That would have been too easy. Tessa thought of a trip she, Mack and Kayley had taken to London four years ago. Mack had flown over for a conference, and Tessa and Kayley, then four, had joined him to sightsee. Together they had taken the scenic boat trip down the Thames to Hampton Court, where Kayley had been entranced with the maze, giggling and hiding there as children had since the eighteenth century. Perhaps, if Kayley were still alive, she would be entranced with this one, too.
All their friends had told Tessa and Mack that Kayley was too young to enjoy a trip of that distance, that the little girl wouldn’t even remember the vacation when she was older. Tessa had a million regrets about the brief years of her daughter’s life. The books she hadn’t read her, the walks they hadn’t taken, the games unplayed. But she was still so very glad that she had followed her own heart and taken Kayley to London that summer.
She made her way to the closest bedroom door, the one overlooking the front of the house, where Helen had lobbed her missiles. She knocked, then tried the knob when no one answered. The room was dark, curtains still drawn. She flipped the switch and saw that Helen wasn’t there. Of course Helen couldn’t be there, since there was no room for a human being to move. There was one narrow aisle that led to the front window. The rest of the room was waist-to-shoulder-deep in black plastic bags.
“Terrific.” She sniffed the air and was relieved not to smell rotting garbage. If they were lucky, Helen had simply housed more of her “collections” here, in trash bags, perhaps yet unsorted.
Back in the hallway maze, she found her way to another bedroom, this one a library of outdated volumes. The room had the musty smell of a rare bookshop, although she doubted that these books were particularly rare or valuable. Only half the floor here was cluttered. The other half had been cleared to allow passage to a bed. Tessa suspected that either she or her mother was to sleep here tonight.
Another room had been half cleared, too, lending support to her theory. She found Helen in the next one.
Helen’s door wasn’t closed all the way, but she didn’t answer when Tessa knocked. Tessa let herself in to find her grandmother sitting at the window, looking out over the farm pond.
Helen had always been a large woman, broad shoulders and hips, big bones and breasts. Now, despite her substantial physical size, she looked fragile, almost shrunken, as if some unseen force had sucked away everything that had once kept her moving confidently through life. Her hair was wispy and white, and she had worn it in an unattractive Dutch Boy bob as long as Tessa could remember. Helen trimmed it herself—a mistake—but today it looked as if she hadn’t bothered in months.
Tessa had seen photographs of her grandmother as a young woman. There weren’t many. That kind of vanity had been frowned on in her strict Lutheran family, and the Depression had curbed any such tendencies, anyway. But once upon a time Helen had been considered “a fine figure of a woman,” a woman who turned heads and easily dominated a room.
Now her face showed a lifetime of hardship. The decades were carved there as if to keep any displays of emotion from overlapping their deeply grooved boundaries. She had developed a perpetual squint, because she refused to replace her glasses regularly, waiting to visit a doctor until even the addition of a magnifying glass couldn’t bring print into focus.
“Gram?”
Helen didn’t turn or speak.
“I need to talk to you.” Tessa stepped inside. This bedroom was surprisingly spacious, with a row of windows at the back where her grandmother sat. The floor here would be cluttered by normal standards, but not by the standards of this house. Fabric was stacked neatly on shelves built of concrete blocks and boards; sewing tools hung from a pegboard. Of course, there were piles here, as well, but at least they were pushed to the side so that the middle of the room was clear.
“I don’t want to talk,” Helen said at last. “Talk is useless.”
“Then I’m afraid you’ll just to have to listen.” Tessa walked to the windows and stood beside her grandmother’s chair, staring out at the pond.
The pond, like the land, was parched and dry. She remembered it in better days, when its surface had lapped at the roots of weeping willows planted along its borders. She estimated that it had shrunk by a third, stranding or crowding fish and making mud flats of the rim.
“It’s been a terrible, dry summer, hasn’t it?” Tessa said.
Helen didn’t answer.
Tessa wondered if her grandmother’s life had been the same. Had she begun her collections for something to do? Had the piles of abandoned objects filled that aching, thirsty place within her brought on by loneliness and aging?
“We have to clear out the rooms,” Tessa said softly. “You know that, I think. The place is a health hazard, a safety hazard. And you need space to live and move around without falling. If you tripped over something, you could break a hip or an arm.”
Again Helen didn’t answer.
“It would be easiest if you let us hire somebody to haul it all away,” Tessa said. “That way it could be done quickly.”
That got the expected rise out of her grandmother. “Nobody’s coming inside! I don’t want you here, either.”
Tessa rested her fingertips on her grandmother’s shoulder. “That’s pretty clear. I thought I was going to have to camp on your doorstep.”
Helen snorted. “You? You’re too soft. What would you know about roughing it?”
“Staying inside this house for the rest of the summer will teach me everything I don’t know already.”
“You’re staying?”
“What did you expect? That we’d see the situation here and leave you to deal with it by yourself?”
“I don’t need your charity.”
Tessa struggled with phrasing. “Maybe not, but you could use the company, couldn’t you? And there’s a lot of work here, Gram. More than one person should have to do alone.”
Helen was silent for so long that Tessa was afraid she wasn’t going to answer. Then the old woman sighed. “I don’t know how this happened.”
Tessa, who had struggled not to feel anything since she arrived, felt sympathy streak right past her defenses. She understood her grandmother’s words too well. Tessa had watched her own life spin out of control, and she, like Helen, still seemed powerless to stop it.
 
By the time they had made a start on removing the newspapers, magazines and cardboard from the downstairs, the sun had slipped behind the horizon. It was a little easier to move around now, and with all the windows wide open and fans in the cleared areas, the temperature was almost bearable.
Nancy stretched, holding her hands over her head. “I need a shower. More than I need a drink and dinner, although it’s close.”
Tessa needed one, too, but she had a bad feeling about the water supply. If the pond was slowly drying up, what about the well?
A month, more likely two, without air-conditioning or an ample supply of water to bathe in. A summer shared by three women who had little in common except DNA.
“Why don’t you go ahead, and I’ll see what we can do about dinner,” Tessa said. “I think I can get to the stove and at least one of the cupboards.”
Nancy finished her stretch. “I brought some groceries with me and put them on the table. Nothing perishable, thank God, since I’m afraid to look in the refrigerator, but some boxes and cans. Some fruit, too, and a loaf of bread. I didn’t know what we’d run into here.”
Tessa knew her mother to be an interesting mixture of drill sergeant and powderpuff. In her own limited sphere, Nancy was masterful. No one could organize a tea or a banquet better than she could. No one knew how to schmooze Richmond’s elite with more finesse. She was on a first-name basis with most of the state legislature and knew precise details about the Confederate heritage, financial dealings and political ties of every leading family. Practical matters, though, like skinned knees or the location of circuit breakers or how many ounces equaled a pound seemed beyond her. To Tessa’s knowledge, Nancy did not cook. Sarah, their housekeeper, had prepared every meal except the occasional bowl of cereal or sandwich. So it surprised Tessa that her mother had considered this problem and tackled it head-on.
“Peanut butter?” Tessa asked.
“Sarah packed the bag, but I think so. I asked for tuna, too, and a jar of mayonnaise.”
“Good, then I’ll do sandwiches.”
“You’re sure? You could shower first while I tackle the kitchen. I’m still moving, aren’t I? Still on my feet?”
“I’m fine. Go on.” Tessa had already told Nancy about the bedrooms. “Choose a room while you’re at it. You’ll find sheets in the hall. Lots and lots of them.”
“It’s been a long time since I’ve slept here,” Nancy said.
“Which room was yours?”
“The one facing the woods.”
The book room. “Gram has thoughtfully provided you with extra reading material for the summer,” Tessa said, trying not to smile.
Nancy’s eyelids fluttered shut for a moment, as if she was picturing what awaited her. “I’ll get my overnight case.” She started toward the front door, then she turned. “Wine. There’s a bottle of wine, too. I just remembered.”
Helen had a moderate attitude toward alcohol. Tessa knew she would not object, would even, perhaps, join them if they could get her downstairs again.
“Tessa, I…” Nancy stopped. “Well, maybe you’d rather we didn’t drink at all? I didn’t think. I didn’t mean to push it at you that way. I know how you feel—”
“It’s fine.”
Nancy stopped herself from continuing, a measure of how powerful the subject was. She disappeared out the door.
There was a wider path to the kitchen now. Tessa had already divided the mess into two categories, at least in her head. The division was, as far as she could tell, dead even. The first consisted of things that simply needed to be disposed of. The second was going to be harder. Stacks of old correspondence, bills that might or might not have been paid, boxes of photographs, items that might still be useful to someone, even if not to Helen. At first she had hoped it would be as simple as throwing out nearly everything. But after hours of hauling, she had seen that would not be true.
The kitchen was a prime example of the second category. It was no surprise that Helen stored food. In case of national disaster, Fitch Crossing Road and the town of Toms Brook would be well fed. Now Tessa understood Helen’s collection of jars in the living room. She used them for everything. Herbs, grains, pasta, cereal. She made her own jellies and used miscellaneous jars for those, as well. The food she canned—and an eclectic variety was represented here—resided in standard issue canning jars. Since Tessa hadn’t yet come across that particular mountain, she wondered where those extra jars were stored. She was afraid to think what awaited in the root cellar.
Nancy had left the grocery bags on the only available cleared space, Helen’s lone placemat at the small round table by the kitchen window. Tessa’s first job was to clear a counter so she could prepare the meal. The obvious one held ancient cookbooks stacked three feet high. She moved them to the floor beside the back door, leaving just enough room for an emergency escape route.
Once cleared, she scoured the counter with a clean sponge—one of many—then set out bread, tuna fish and mayonnaise. In an overhead cabinet she found a wide choice of bowls, each one nested inside its larger neighbor to save space.
She was reminded of a Russian matroyshka. She’d had a set of the nesting dolls as a little girl, cats of assorted colors that her father had brought home from a business trip. She had given them to Kayley as soon as her daughter was old enough to understand how to put one inside the other. Kayley had given them names and played with them for hours.
She was still staring out the window when she heard a noise behind her. Minutes had passed since she took out the tuna, and she hadn’t even opened the can.
“You’re making supper?”
Tessa was surprised to find Helen in the doorway. “Does tuna fish sound good?”
“I have food, you know. You think I don’t eat?”
“Gram, we didn’t know what you’d have, so Mom brought a few supplies with her.” She paused. “Including a bottle of wine. Would you like a glass?”
Helen shuffled over to the counter. “Haven’t had wine in years.”
“Does that mean you don’t want to try some?”
“I suppose a glass might not hurt.”
“Where will I find glasses?”
Helen chortled. “Just about any place you look.”
Tessa was surprised her grandmother could make something so close to a joke about the situation. She pulled a glass from the drainer, then set it aside. It had a visible crack. Tomorrow, out from under Helen’s watchful eye, it would go into the trash. The second was in better shape, even if it did feature a Flintstones cartoon in fading yellow relief. Circa 1965.
“You threw out all my newspapers. Who told you you could?” Helen said.
“Why were they piled up in there in the first place?” Tessa lifted the wine bottle out of the bag. She was grateful to see that Nancy had brought a corkscrew with her. She had no stomach for rummaging through the drawers tonight.
“I haven’t read them.”
“They’re a fire hazard, Gram. Let’s face it, if you don’t read them the day they come out, you’re never going to read them. Besides, you could start reading tonight and read through next Christmas and you’d still only finish a fraction.”
“I’ve been making headway.”
Nancy spoke from the doorway. “Mother, according to those newspapers, the World Trade Center’s still gracing the Manhattan skyline, President Clinton is busily claiming he never had sex with that woman, and wives in Afghanistan aren’t allowed out of the house unless they’re covered head to toe.”
“People throw out too much. Wasteful, that’s what it is. Nobody knows how to take care of things anymore. And what have you done with my magazines?”
Tessa waited for her mother to throw fuel on that particular fire, too. She wrestled with the corkscrew and pulled out the cork. She poured Helen’s wine, put it in front of her and searched for a glass for herself.
“There were some really interesting magazines in those piles,” Nancy admitted, surprising her daughter into deeper silence. “I can see why it would be hard to part with them.”
“Haven’t even looked at half of them.”
“Tell me which ones interest you most and I’ll find the most recent issues for you,” Tessa said, only trusting her mother’s judgment so far. “You have subscriptions?”
“Subscriptions? Why? Doctor’s offices throw them out once they get too old.”
And Helen saved them from the landfill. The theme at the Old Stoneburner Place was becoming obvious. The aged, the outdated, had to be protected and cared for. It was Helen’s duty, because no one else was doing it.
“Mom, would you like a glass of wine?” Tessa asked Nancy.
“Tomorrow I’ll just bring all those old things back inside, you know,” Helen said. “You see if I don’t. You don’t have the right.” She picked up her glass, squeezed past her daughter and was quickly swallowed up by piles of junk. They listened in silence as she slowly picked her way back upstairs.
“I’ll take a sandwich up to her later,” Tessa said.
“This isn’t going to work, you know,” Nancy said wearily. “I had a two-minute shower before the water dwindled to a drip, then I dried myself with a towel from the Eisenhower era. Mother’s not eating, and I’m not sure she’s bathing. She’s not going to let us do what needs to be done here. We’ll take stuff out, she’ll bring it back in. It’s ninety in here, at least. The screens need patching, and the mosquitoes are looking for a stiff drink and a good time.” She swatted a forearm in emphasis. “She’s gotten crazy as a loon, and reasoning with her is only going to make things worse.”
Tessa handed her mother a glass of wine. “And your suggestion would be?”
They stared at each other. Nancy made a silent toast. Tessa acknowledged it. They drank without another word, slapping mosquitoes lethargically as they listened to the sound of crickets through the gaping holes in the screens.


CHAPTER 3

On Wednesday morning Tessa woke up when the first rays of sunshine filtered through her window. The previous morning she had removed the old dust-heavy curtains and cleared most of her bedroom floor of piles and boxes. She and Nancy had agreed over yesterday’s breakfast that if they were going to sleep in the house, they had to start by making their bedrooms habitable.
“When I finally got to sleep,” Nancy had said, “I dreamed I was walking down an unfamiliar street and things started falling out of the sky. I woke up, and there were these piles of books all around my bed. I lay there with my eyes open, waiting for them to fall on me, too.”
Tessa’s dreams hadn’t been any better, except that her personal nightmare was the same every night, no matter where she slept.
Most of Tuesday had been taken up with sorting and carrying out the contents of their rooms. Helen had holed up in her bedroom, refusing to come down for meals. In a way, her absence had been a relief. At least while she stayed upstairs she could not make good on her threat to retrieve the trash they cleared away. She didn’t speak when Tessa delivered food or drinks. She sat and sewed at her window in silence.
This morning Tessa could hear her grandmother moving around in the room beside her. Tessa knew the truce—and calling it a truce was a positive spin—wouldn’t last forever. Eventually her grandmother was going to go outside, see everything that had been discarded and raise the proverbial roof.
She sat up and gripped her knees. The old Stoneburner place was, in some sense, her family home, but she felt like a stranger here. As a little girl she had not visited her grandmother for overnights or summer vacations. When it was required, she had come for brief visits with her parents, but Helen had always frightened her. Her grandmother had a booming voice and a towering presence. If she liked children, she never willingly demonstrated it. There were no overflowing cookie jars in Helen’s house, no picture books to ponder together, no pampered pets to cuddle. Tessa had been encouraged to run and play outside, but the vast, lonely spaces had disconcerted the little girl. By the time she was a teenager, she had usually manufactured excuses not to go when her mother and father made their duty calls.
Now the house felt unfamiliar. Someday, she supposed, it would be hers. When Helen died, the farm might even be passed straight to Tessa instead of her mother, since Nancy was more vocal in her dislike of the land and the Virginia countryside in general. But there would be no emotional struggle for Tessa when the time came to sell it.
Next door, Helen was muttering. Tessa swung her feet to the floor and dressed in the clothes she’d laid out the night before. Unfortunately, she had few choices. She had accidentally left the suitcase containing most of her clothes at home and would need to retrieve it that afternoon unless she wanted to wash the same two outfits by hand every night. Although her house in Fairfax was only an hour and a half away in good traffic, she was sorry she had to make the trip. She and Nancy needed to do as much as they could quickly, before Helen changed her mind and threw them out.
Downstairs, she found her mother staring out the kitchen window as she shined the faucet. Nancy didn’t even turn when Tessa entered the room.
“Do you know how many dishes I’ve done at this sink?” Nancy said.
“Same sink, I bet.”
“It’s probably the original, brought to the wilderness by mule teams.”
“Was there anything you liked about living here?” Tessa could hear a lack of sleep in her own voice. A neater room had made very little difference.
“As a matter of fact, no.” Nancy bent over to rinse a cup, fussing over it longer than she needed to. “There’s coffee. It’s still fresh.”
“I’ll take a cup up to Gram. She’s awake.”
“Don’t, Tessa. We’re not here to wait on her. She can come down and get it if she wants it.”
“Look, she’s old, confused, upset. I—”
“You won’t make things any better by treating her like she’s any of those things.” Nancy faced her daughter, her hands twisting in front of her. She had already showered, and her hair and makeup were morning-fresh. Tessa wondered just how early her mother had risen to achieve this state of perfection.
“Look,” Nancy said, “I know her better than you do. She doesn’t want to be taken care of. Okay?”
“Then we ignore her?”
“I doubt we’ll be accused of that. We’re here because of her, aren’t we? We’re spending our whole summer trying to make her life better.”
“My life is just fine.” Helen hobbled into the kitchen. Tessa hadn’t even heard her descend the stairs. For such a large woman, she was surprisingly light on her feet. “I didn’t ask for your help.”
“There’s coffee,” Nancy said. “To go with the approaching argument.”
“No arguments!” Tessa’s voice was sharp. It surprised even her. “Look, you two, I don’t know why you treat each other the way that you do, but I’m not going to be a party to it. We have a job to do here, and it’s going to take at least a month, maybe two—”
Helen interrupted. “I didn’t—”
Tessa held up her hand. “I’m sorry, but it doesn’t matter if you asked us to come or not, Gram. We’re here. We’re staying. When we leave, the house is not going to look the same. That’s inevitable. We can get along or not. That part is optional, and as far as I’m concerned, it’s up to the two of you. But if you have to pick at each other, do it when I’m not around, okay? Because I do not like to hear it.”
She abandoned the house by the back door and started around it. Before she knew it, she was jogging, then running faster. Running had never been her tranquilizer of choice. Until Kayley’s death, yoga had helped her deal with the normal stress of a happy life. Afterward, she had not been able to focus, and yoga, like everything else, had seemed worthless.
She was on Fitch Crossing Road, running down the dips and up the slopes, before she wondered what she was doing. But she didn’t wonder long. Running made a great deal of sense to her. As a metaphor, nothing could beat it.
She wasn’t sure how far she had run before the heat and the unaccustomed strain got the better of her. She slowed to a jog, then a fast walk. She was no longer bordering her grandmother’s acres. The fields here were better tended, as if someone had been through recently with a plow, even though the acres of corn stretching back from the road as far as the river probably couldn’t be saved. She realized she must have run as far as the Claiborne farm.
In the distance, on her right, she saw a brick ranch house with a fleet of vehicles parked in front of it. A small mobile home sat well behind the house, and behind that stood orchards.
A man driving a tractor was heading down the driveway in her direction. Tessa waved and waited to utter a few words of greeting. This was not the city. Neighbors here did not ignore each other, not unless they wanted to be ignored when they needed help. The man—Mr. Claiborne himself, she guessed—let the engine idle and got down to speak to her.
“Oh, I didn’t mean for you to stop,” Tessa said. “I was just going to say hello.”
The man, late fifties and whipcord lean, wiped his hand on his denim-clad thigh and held it out. “Ron Claiborne.”
She shook his hand. “Tessa MacRae. Helen’s granddaughter.”
“How’s Helen doing?”
She shrugged. “We’re grateful to you, Mr. Claiborne. She’s hidden her problems from us for a long time, I’m afraid.” She felt something else was expected, some explanation that a family could be so oblivious to the plight of an aging relative. But she didn’t know what to add.
He took charge. “Helen don’t say much to nobody. I can see how it happened.”
“Well, thanks for that, but at least we know now. We’re staying to clear out the house and put everything in order. Then we’ll see where we go from there.”
“You’re going to need help.”
“She won’t let anyone else inside.”
“No wonder.” He removed his cap—an advertisement for a local storage company—and scratched his head. “What do you plan to do with, you know, the things you don’t need.”
For a moment Tessa wondered if hoarding was a way of life on Fitch Crossing; then she realized he was just offering to help. “Actually, I’m not sure. We’re just taking things outside now and covering them with a tarp. But I guess we need to hire somebody to haul it all away.”
“Don’t need to hire nobody. Your grandma’s been my neighbor long as I been living here. I got me a small horse trailer that’ll do the job just fine. I’ll bring it over today and park it in the yard. Then every time it gets full, you just call, and I’ll haul the stuff to the landfill. And if you ever need my pickup for stuff you want to give away, you can give me a holler and I’ll have my boy Zeke bring it right over. It’s the least we can do.” He paused. “I feel bad, you know, that I didn’t call sooner when she stopped going outside. I made excuses to check on her a time or two, but I should have called.”
She had always heard from her mother that the Claibornes were no-account white trash, hard drinkers and fighters. Odd how wrong people could be. This man was obviously a gentleman. She managed a smile. “You did more than most people would, and we really would appreciate the trailer if you can spare it.”
He nodded and jammed his cap back on his head. “I’ll be by later.”
She lifted a hand in farewell and started back the way she’d come. She was halfway back to her grandmother’s when her cell phone rang. She had dropped it in her shorts pocket when she’d dressed, planning to leave a message for Mack after breakfast. She had wanted him to know she would be coming back to pick up her suitcase. He would be gone by then, and she wouldn’t have to talk to him.
There never seemed to be anything to say to her husband anymore.
She dug for it and flipped it open to check caller ID. For a moment she considered not answering, but after the third ring she gave in. Some things couldn’t be avoided.
“Tessa?”
She cleared her throat. “Hello, Mack. On your way to work?”
“Not yet.”
Silence. She wondered if he was searching to find something to say.
He skipped the small talk. “There’s a suitcase beside the bed, and it looks like it’s full. I didn’t notice it until this morning. It’s on your side.”
“I know. I don’t know how I left it there. I guess I was worrying about Gram.”
“How is she?”
“You wouldn’t believe it if you saw it. The house is a disaster.”
“Is she letting you help?”
Mack had always liked Helen Henry, although he wasn’t overly fond of Nancy. As an attorney, his job was to see through to the heart of matters—and people, too. Mack had always seen something in Helen that the rest of them missed. He had enjoyed their family trips here, using them to teach Kayley about farms and crops and animals. He could talk to Helen about the weather or the price of beef on the hoof like a farmer shooting the breeze with his cronies at the local Southern States co-op. Now Tessa heard real concern in his voice. She was vaguely ashamed that she hadn’t called him to report.
“She’s not happy,” Tessa said, “but so far she’s letting us clear out the rooms a little.”
“Clear them out?”
“You wouldn’t believe what she’s collected. It’s a mania, Mack. Nothing as simple as a little dust and a few windows to clean.”
“Sounds like you’re going to have your hands full for a while.”
She wondered if that bothered or pleased him. “I doubt I’ll be home to stay until I have to get ready for classes again in late August.”
“Then you’re going to need that suitcase.”
She hadn’t expected him to be saddened at her absence, but his utter lack of concern stung. She wasn’t sure why it should.
He seemed to realize what he hadn’t said. “I’ll be over to visit you whenever I can get away. In fact, I’ll come tonight and bring the suitcase. Anything else you need?”
“You don’t have to do that. I was planning to skip out on Mom this afternoon and retrieve it myself.”
“Are you needed there?”
She couldn’t deny it. “It’s a long trip to Toms Brook, Mack.”
“I’ll skip my meeting, but I may have to work late. I’ll be there after dark.”
His meeting. Compassionate Friends, the support group that had been his crutch since their daughter’s death, but never hers. If he was willing to miss a meeting, he must feel that coming here and checking on Helen and the situation was important.
She gave in. “Well, that would really help. I appreciate it more than you know.”
They were silent again. She spotted her grandmother’s house in the distance. “Well, I’m almost home. I’m out jogging, I—”
“Jogging? In this heat?”
“I might just take it up permanently. It’ll make me strong. I’m going to need help if I’m going to survive their bickering.”
His laugh wasn’t convincing. “Just take care of yourself.”
“You too. I’ll see you tonight.”
She closed her phone and slowed her pace. She hadn’t been looking forward to the day, and now she wasn’t looking forward to the evening, either.
She wondered whether Mack felt this same sad reluctance to see her. If he did, it was one of the few things they shared.


CHAPTER 4

The Episcopal church where Mack’s Compassionate Friends group met was cool and dark, designed as an oasis from the secular world. The meeting rooms continued the theme. The outside wall in this one was brick, with dark paneling on the inside walls. Twisted metal sculptures adorned them, not crosses, exactly, but something more abstract that still represented human suffering. Mack had always thought both the room and the sculptures were immensely appropriate for people who were trying to adjust to the loss of a child.
A casual friend had brought Mack to his first meeting here. Mack would not have come on his own. He was a man who had always handled his problems alone. He was a fixer, a solver, a windmill tilter who made a good living seeking justice for the aggrieved. When his father died unexpectedly between the seventeenth and eighteenth hole at Pebble Beach, Mack had flown to California, sobbed at the funeral, consoled his shattered mother, then set about making certain her finances were in order and her future secured.
When Kayley died, he couldn’t remember to shave or brush his teeth.
The friend, whose grown son had died several years before in a skydiving accident, had come to Mack’s house three weeks after Kayley’s funeral, chosen clothes for him to wear, helped him into the car and driven him to the meeting. Mack had been attending ever since. The friend only showed up occasionally now, but Mack was not yet at the point where he could cope without the group.
Tessa had only attended once, at his insistence. He had no hope she would ever attend again.
This evening the room was empty. The meeting wouldn’t start for another hour, and he had only come to drop off pamphlets he’d copied at his office before he headed for Helen’s house with Tessa’s suitcase. Erin Foster, another group member, had mentioned that they were running low. He did not want another grieving parent or sibling to be without information.
The room was already set up for the meeting. He opened his satchel and stacked the pamphlets on a table beside the door. Erin, who usually came early to be sure the room was set up correctly, would see them and take care of them afterwards.
He stood quietly for a moment, reluctant to leave for Toms Brook. Whatever peace he had found since his daughter’s death, he had found here. Tessa considered his regular attendance a form of addiction, but he knew it for what it was. A lifeline for a drowning man.
The room was cool and quiet. He stared at the wall above the table, but he saw his wife’s face instead. Once upon a time they would not have disagreed about anything so fundamental. From the start, their attitudes, their values, their hopes and dreams, had been the same. They were very different people, but they had seen the world through the same eyes, and breathed in and out in the same rhythm.
Now they were strangers.
“Mack?”
He looked up and saw Erin in the doorway. She was in her late twenties, a former Minnesota Butter Princess who had come south after college to work for the Department of Agriculture. Her round face was classically Midwestern, open, friendly, marred by nothing except a spattering of freckles. Her hair was pale rippling cornsilk, her smile as wholesome as a day at the State Fair. He had trusted her on first sight. But nowadays, he didn’t trust himself when it came to Erin Foster.
She entered the room the way she did everything, bouncing with enthusiasm. “Mack, what are you doing here so early?”
“I just came to drop these off.” He motioned to the pamphlets. “What are you doing here?”
“Oh, thanks for doing that. The board’s going to meet for a few minutes before the meeting gets started. I wanted to get the coffee brewing.” She favored him with a radiant smile. “Want to help me set out the cream and sugar?”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t stay.”
“You won’t be here for the meeting?”
“Afraid not. My wife’s out of town. She’s staying over in Shenandoah County for the summer. I have to take her a suitcase she forgot.”
“Oh, that’s too bad. We’ll miss you.”
She sounded genuinely sad. He was an expert at deciphering unspoken messages—the skill served him well in his professional life. Now, though, he was as unsure of his own words as he was of her response.
He had just told Erin that for all practical purposes he would be a bachelor for the next two months. And he had neglected to make it clear that Tessa had left home because of family obligations. He might as well have lied and said that he and his wife were undergoing a trial separation.
And how much of a lie would it be?
“You look a little down about it. You’re doing okay?” Erin said. “Need to talk?”
He was afraid that what he needed were Erin’s strong arms around him, Erin in his life and in his bed. He needed her compassion, her warmth and, most of all, her desire for a future.
He needed to leave.
“I’m doing okay, thanks.” He closed the satchel. “I’ll be here next time, but I’d better not keep Tessa waiting. I’m getting a late start as it is.”
“You need to be careful, Mack. It sounds like you’re going to have a lot of free time to brood this summer. Make sure you spend some good time with friends.”
Her gaze was unflinching. She had lost a younger brother to leukemia four years ago and suffered agonies over it. Erin understood how easy it was to fall into a chasm of despair.
There was nothing provocative in her expression or in her words, but Mack was fairly sure an invitation had been issued.
“Thanks.” He bent and kissed her cheek. That was appropriate enough. They had been friends now for three years. But his reaction to that simple, quick kiss, to the cinnamon apple fragrance of her skin and hair, was anything but appropriate. “Have a good meeting.”
In a moment he had left both temptation and solace behind.
 
After another day of backbreaking labor, Tessa had few choices on how to spend her evening. Faced with the prospect of socializing with her mother and grandmother in the newly cleared living room, sweltering alone in her bedroom as kamikaze moths and beetles threw themselves against her screens, or offering herself as a target for mosquitoes on the front porch, Tessa gladly chose the porch swing.
In the hottest part of the afternoon, she had made a quick run into Woodstock and come back with a cheap blue T-shirt, plastic barrettes to keep tendrils of hair off her neck, insect repellent and a trunk full of bottled springwater. Now she made use of all of them, showering quickly, donning the T-shirt, pulling her hair on top of her head and clasping it in place, and coating herself with the repellant. With a springwater in hand, she made herself comfortable on the porch swing and listened to the first swarm of mosquitoes chide her for a lack of cooperation.
The day had gone better than she’d feared, mostly because the three women had steered clear of each other. Nancy had spent significant portions of both morning and afternoon on her cell phone, no doubt shoring up her complicated social life. Nancy had worked so hard to reach her rung on the state capital’s social ladder that nothing as insignificant as Helen’s future was going to interfere with her continued ascent.
Tessa’s life in Fairfax had intruded, as well. In between trips to the horse trailer that Ron Claiborne had parked in the front yard, she had fielded multiple phone calls from comrades in Mothers Against Drunk Driving. There was new legislation afoot, and they had sought Tessa’s advice on how best to influence it.
Helen had stayed upstairs and quilted.
“Any breeze out here?”
Tessa didn’t turn at her mother’s voice. “Not so you’d notice.”
“Mind if I join you?”
Tessa moved over to make room. “Where’s Gram?”
Nancy plopped down beside her, and the swing screeched a mild protest. Tessa handed her the repellent, and Nancy began to rub it on her arms. “She’s washing dishes.”
On her trip to town Tessa had bought chicken salad from the Food Lion deli, and in a rare moment of agreement the three women had decided it was a good choice. “Maybe she’s feeling a little better about everything.”
“It was more along the lines of ‘Get out of my kitchen, city scum, you don’t belong here.’”
“See? She’s sounding more like her old self.”
Nancy laughed. “You have no idea how many hours I sat in this swing—or at least its predecessor—and waited for something to happen. There were hundreds of nights like this one. Just sitting.”
Despite heat-induced lethargy, Tessa was curious. “You always make your years here sound so bleak.”
Contrary to Tessa’s expectation, Nancy didn’t take the bit and run with it. “That was a long time ago. Maybe it wasn’t as bleak as I remember. Sitting out here on summer nights, there were always a million stars, the smell of honeysuckle or wild roses. Sometimes your grandmother would come outside with me, at least until it got too dark for her to sew. She always had a quilt in progress, and she always worked late.”
Honeysuckle scented the air tonight, and Tessa hadn’t even noticed. She took a deep breath of it. “She’s working on a quilt now. She put it in the frame this afternoon. I took iced tea up there about three, and she was struggling to get it tight enough.”
“What does it look like?”
Tessa hadn’t paid much attention. Helen’s quilts were simply a fact of life. She and Mack had several that they swapped in and out for variety in their guest and master bedroom. In fact, Tessa had only realized that morning that the stacks in Helen’s room weren’t simply trash but projects she was working on, carefully separated into piles.
“Earth tones, I think,” she said. “Lots of little squares.”
“Probably Trip Around the World,” Nancy said. “Or Irish Chain. She loves the traditional patterns.”
Tessa was surprised her mother was so knowledgeable and started to say so, when she caught movement by the road. She leaned forward and squinted into the dusk. “Who’s that?”
“Where?”
Tessa gestured with a twist of her head. “At the edge of the cornfield across the road.”
Nancy shrugged. “Probably just somebody out for a walk.”
“No, it looks like she’s looking for something. I feel like stretching my legs. I’ll go see.”
“Don’t mind me. I’ll still be sitting right here waiting for something to happen.”
Tessa ached everywhere. The unaccustomed run that morning, and hours of bending and lifting, had taken their toll. She moved slowly, but the woman across Fitch was oblivious to her, still standing in the same place.
Only when Tessa crossed the road did the woman—a girl, actually—notice her and speak. “Hi.” She smiled shyly. “Nice evening, isn’t it?”
The girl looked to be no older than seventeen. She was more ethereal than pretty, long wispy wheat-blond hair, pale lashes rimming blue eyes. Her skin was translucent, which made the multitude of freckles stand out in sharp relief.
She was also very, very pregnant.
“I’m Tessa MacRae.” Tessa extended her hand. “Did you lose something out here?”
“Cissy Mowrey. I live over at the Claiborne place.” She shook Tessa’s hand, but dropped it immediately and clasped her own hands behind her back, as if to support the extra weight in front. “No ma’am, I was picking flowers.”
Tessa’s eyes flicked downward, where a neat bundle of dandelions lay at the girl’s feet. They were scrawny and closing for the night, but there was a fair-sized cluster of them.
“Gram will thank you,” Tessa said. “The more you pick, the fewer she’ll have next year.”
“Mrs. Henry’s your grandma?”
“You know her?”
“No ma’am, not really. I seen her in church a time or two. I mean, I saw her.”
The English teacher in Tessa applauded the correction. “Well, I don’t want to keep you.”
And she didn’t. Tessa sensed something here, some need, some yearning that she had no desire and no resources to fulfill. The girl was walking alone a good distance from the Claiborne place, picking weeds for something to do on a summer evening. She looked to be somewhere in her second, even her final, trimester of pregnancy, and Tessa had already noticed there was no wedding band on her ring finger.
Tessa understood teenagers; she had developed a sixth sense for spotting trouble in their personal lives. Years ago, she had felt strong enough to involve herself when needed, to offer counsel, and if that wasn’t warranted, a listening ear. Nowadays, no one came to Mrs. MacRae for anything except extra credit assignments.
“Oh, that’s all right,” Cissy said. “Zeke’s off with his buddies. And there’s nothing much good on television tonight.”
“Zeke?” Tessa remembered that Ron had said his son Zeke would bring the pickup if they needed to borrow it.
“Zeke’s my boyfriend. We live in the trailer up behind the house.”
Tessa had seen the trailer that morning. She tried to imagine Cissy and the Claiborne son raising a baby there. Surely Cissy wasn’t old enough to have finished high school. And how old or educated was Zeke? Tessa felt unwelcome concern for the baby they were going to bring into this world.
“What are you doing here?”
Tessa was startled by Helen’s voice. She hadn’t even heard her grandmother coming toward them.
She tried an introduction. “This is Cissy…” She couldn’t remember the last name.
“Mowrey,” Cissy said. “I’m Cissy Mowrey. You’re Mrs. Henry. Mr. Claiborne’s told me about you.”
“Claiborne, huh?” Helen’s glare was unmistakable, even as twilight was turning into night. “He send you over here to spy on me?”
Cissy’s eyes widened. “No ma’am, he sure didn’t.”
“He’s the one who called your mother, isn’t he?” Helen demanded of Tessa. “I’ve never given those Claibornes a moment of trouble, and I’ve ignored their heathen ways all these years. And now look what I get for it.”
Tessa winced. “Gram, he called Mom because you needed help. And besides, none of that’s Cissy’s fault, is it?”
“What are you doing here then?” Helen demanded. “If you didn’t come to spy some more?”
“I seen—I saw these flowers by the roadside from Zeke’s truck this morning. They reminded me of that quilt you had on the porch last week.”
“What quilt?”
Tessa watched Cissy search hard for an appropriate answer. The girl certainly had common sense. Clearly she saw the minefield and was trying to avoid it.
“That gold quilt, you know, like a big, giant sunflower. Lots of different golds. Like these flowers here.”
“Why were you looking at my front porch, anyway?”
“Gram!” Tessa had had enough. “Good grief, if you hang a quilt on the porch, especially a big, bright one, anybody who drives by is going to see it.”
“I don’t put my quilts outside to show them off. That’s where I dry them. Nobody else’s business.”
Before Tessa could chide her grandmother again, Cissy broke in. “Oh, I know it’s not really my business, but I just really couldn’t help looking at it, you know? It was so bright, so, well, lively? It made me smile. Then I saw these flowers—” she gestured to the dandelions, which had just closed up shop for the night “—pretty sorry looking right now, I guess, but they made me think about the quilt, and I, well, I wanted some of that color for myself.”
Even Helen could find no fault with the girl’s explanation. She continued to glare, but she sealed her lips.
“See, my grandma made quilts,” Cissy continued, when Helen didn’t answer. “I lived with her ’til she died. She promised to teach me how, but she, well, she didn’t get very far before she passed on. Hers weren’t as pretty as that one, but they were hers. You know?”
“Your grandma, she was from around here?” Helen asked grudgingly.
“Down in Augusta County.”
“Then I wouldn’t know her.”
“No ma’am, I guess you wouldn’t.”
“You have her quilts?”
“They got sold. All her stuff was sold at auction after she died. I just have some bits and pieces nobody wanted.”
Tessa could feel herself getting sucked into the girl’s life story, and that was the last thing she wanted. She decided to end the conversation. “Do you need a ride home, Cissy?”
“Oh, no, the doctor says I should walk every day. I’ll just take my time.”
“Have a good one, then.” Tessa took her grandmother’s arm and firmly turned her back toward the house. Helen said a grudging goodbye, and they walked up the drive in silence.
“That girl’s a baby herself,” Helen said. “What is she doing having a baby? What kind of mother could she be?”
Tessa didn’t even want to think about it.
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