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In loving memory of my mother





    

In the Dream of the Sea





I call you from the open water

surrounding us, speaking

across divided lives.




I call you

from the waves

that always have direction.




Where strings of morning glory

hold the dunes in place,

I call. In winter,




when wind pours

through cracks in the walls.

Inside, I call




although my voice

has been silent

and dissolving.




In sand

pulled back

into the body





of the sea,

from the blue

house build on sand




balanced at the edge

of the world

I call you.




Drowning stars,

shipwrecks, and broken voices

move beneath the waves.




Here, at the open

center

of my ordinary heart




filling with sounds

of the resurrected,

in the dream




of the sea,

I call you

home.

—Marjory Wentworth
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PROLOGUE




We called it the Land of Mango Sunsets. None of the old islanders knew what we meant by that, as they had only ever heard of mangoes. Bottled chutney perhaps, but that was about the sum total of their experience with a food that was so foreign. But I knew all about the romance of them from my earliest memories of anything at all. My parents had honeymooned in the South Pacific, which in those days was considered a little reckless, certainly titillating, and above all, highly exotic. Every morning they left their beds, still half dreaming, to find a tray outside the door of their bungalow. They would bring it behind the curtains of mosquito netting and into their bed. Still in their nightclothes, my mother’s hair cascading in tendrils and my father’s young beard stubble scratching her young complexion, they would burn away the sour paste of morning breath with a plate of sliced mangoes, dripping with fleshy sweetness, a pot of strong tea, and a rack of toast. From then on, mangoes were equated with love, tenderness, and hopeful beginnings, and we spent our lives looking everywhere for other examples of them.

On the island where my family had kept the same cottage for over one hundred years, there was a sliver of time late in the day when the sun hung in the western sky, after it stopped burning white and before it dropped into the horizon. For just a few minutes it would transform itself into a red orange orb. Wherever we were on the island, we would all stop to face it and my father would say to my mother, Look, Josephine, the mango sunset. We would wonder aloud about the majesty of the hand that shaped it. About heaven. About where our ancestors were and could they see us looking for them in the twilight. I believed that they could.

As if in a postscript, great streaks of red and purple would appear on some evenings and on others streams of light, burning through clouds, dividing the horizon into triangles of opalescent colors for which there are no words. The Land of Mango Sunsets was a force all on its own. And whether you understood mango sunsets or not, the ending of most days in the Lowcountry of South Carolina was so beautiful it would wrench your heart.

On Sullivans Island there was of a chorus of bird whistles and song to begin and end each day. On the turning of the tide there were endless rustling fronds brushing the air in a windy dance only they understood. And perhaps most important, there were the leathered but loving hands and peppermint breath of old people, always there to help. The pungent smells of salt and wet earth haunt me to this day because you see, before I could speak, I could smell rain coming, sense a storm, and knew enough to be afraid of fast water that would spin you away from life in an instant.

It was there on that island that I learned about the power of deep love and came to believe in magic, only to forget it all later on. But years later, the struggle came to remember, a struggle worth the salt in every tear shed and the blood of every bruise to my spirit.

I was a very young girl then with an empty head, who knew little more than a nearly idyllic reality. I did not know yet about heartbreak and I was not old enough to have the sense to plan for a future or even to think of one. Wasn’t that day enough? Yes, it was. When we were on Sullivans Island we lived from day to day without a care in the world, or so it seemed to me.

The story, this story I want to tell you, is all true. It may not always be pleasant to hear and I know that much of the time you won’t agree with me and the things I have done. I was not always nice. But if you will indulge me just a bit, in the end I think you will see things a little more from my perspective. That’s a large part of the point of this. Recognizing yourself mirrored in my mistakes won’t be pretty, but perhaps it will keep both of us from making the same mistakes again.

I am on the porch now, rocking back and forth in Miss Josephine’s rocking chair. In my ear, I can hear the lilt of her honeyed voice and feel the touch of her hand on my shoulder. She’s telling me the same thing I am going to show you.

Things happen for a reason. You’ll see what I mean. Think of all the times you have told yourself, Well, I wish someone had given me a clue. Or, Why didn’t I see that coming? How could I have been so stupid? Or what’s the point of trying? Those thoughts always occurred when you were about to learn a lesson in life.

I am older now and it doesn’t matter anymore if someone thinks I am a fool. It makes me laugh because I have been a fool so often that if you could stack the occasions one upon another, they would reach the top of the sky and then spiral away into their own orbit. But I hope I am a fool no longer. If I catch myself falling back into my old ways, I would like to think I would just forgive myself, pick up, and carry on. I know now what matters.

Think of a heavy key chain and this story is one of the keys. Use it on the quest toward the happiness there is to be found in life on this wretched but beautiful earth. It’s not the answer to everything, but it might help. Let’s start at the height of my stupidity.









    

Chapter One

MANHATTAN—SOME TIME AGO





Dear Ms. O’Hara,

Your father was such a lovely man and this tragic loss will be felt by everyone who knew him for years to come. In my mind’s eye, I can still see him cleaning my grill with a vengeance. That man surely did love a clean grill. Please accept my deepest and most sincere condolences.

There is the small matter of his rent for the month of January. Not wanting to be an additional burden at this terribly sensitive time, I will simply deduct it from his security deposit. Although I am loath to broach this subject, I must notify you that the timely removal of his personal property will obviously impact the amount of money I am able to return to you.

Once again, please accept my profound sympathy.

Cordially,

Miriam Elizabeth Swanson



Making my way across Sixty-first Street, I checked that the stamp was secure and slipped the envelope in a mailbox. The weather was fast changing from cold and damp to a bone-chilling arctic freeze. My snow boots were tucked in my PBS member’s canvas tote bag, just in case. I knew it was not very chic to be traipsing around Manhattan with a canvas tote bag. But the proud logo sent a message to all those people who enjoyed the benefits of Public Television but felt no compunction to support it even with the smallest of donations. The fact that people took without giving irked me. On the brighter side, I had always thought it would be great fun to be a volunteer in their phone bank during a campaign, to sit up there doing something so worthwhile as hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of people, looked on. I had submitted my name as a candidate for the job many times, but I had never been called. Perhaps I should have sent them a more thorough bio with a more flattering photograph. Something youthful. Ah, me. Another disappointment. Another rejection. But what member of the human race didn’t have unfulfilled little fantasies? Chin up, Miriam, I told myself, and trudged on.

The weather continued to deteriorate and Charles Dickens himself would have agreed that it was a perfect day for a funeral. Bulbous gray clouds lowered toward the earth and covered every inch of the sky. They were closing in and threatening to burst. It would surely pour snow or sleet at any moment. There was nothing I could do about the weather or my feelings of gloom brought on by a claustrophobic sky. After all these years in New York, I was as resigned to winter as I was to any number of things that fed my love/hate relationship with the city. Anyway, where else was I to go? Live with my sons? No way. Live with my mother? Not in a million years.

I adjusted my muffler to protect my cheeks. At least I had written Ms. O’Hara a note, and despite the inclement conditions, I had been sure to get it in the mail. I couldn’t help but pause to think there was something so lazy about people who abandoned fountain pens or pens of any kind in favor of the expeditiousness of e-mail on any and every occasion. Including expressions of sympathy. Believe it or not, I actually heard a story of someone receiving an e-mail telling of a close friend’s death. Including a frowning emoticon, God save us. The reason I remember was that it was so completely absurd to me. And speaking of fountain pens, they now had a disposable variety available at all those office-supply chain stores, which to me defeated the purpose of using a fountain pen in the first place. Wasn’t it about holding a beautiful object in your hands and feeling its solid weight? Its worth and the importance of its history? Remember when penmanship was taught in the classroom and its beautiful execution was prized?

But that is what the world has come to. Quick this and disposable that. To my dying day, I would remain a lonely standard-bearer in a world that continued to toss aside every inch of civility we have ever known. Handwritten notes seemed to have gone the way of corsages—their existence was rare. It just was the way it was.

I hurried along to the funeral service, tiptoeing inside the church and finding my seat next to my dearest friend and other tenant, Kevin Dolan.

“I have always loved St. Bartholomew’s,” I whispered to him. I removed my coat and gloves and, as inconspicuously as possible, settled in the pew. The service had already begun and I regretted the fact that I was late, even if it was only by a few minutes. In the steamer trunk of middle age, folded, packed, and wrinkled with one physical and emotional insult after another, perimenopause had delivered a measure of intolerance, even toward myself.

“Me, too,” Kevin whispered back, and sighed. “Poor Mr. O’Hara. Whoever thought he would just drop dead on the crosstown bus? Just like that! Poof. Gone.” He popped his wrist in front of him in a gesture that equated Mr. O’Hara’s death with a magician’s now you see it, now you don’t!

“Hush,” whispered someone in front of us.

We paused in silence in deference to the occasion and then couldn’t resist continuing our recap of the fragile nature of life in the Big Apple. That was the effect Kevin always had on me. In his presence I became a young gossiping washwoman, emphasis on young.

“Pockets picked and ID stolen,” I added at a carefully calibrated low volume of clear displeasure. “Disgusting!”

“Five days in the city morgue? Dreadful! If I hadn’t called his family…”


“He’s lucky he wasn’t eaten by rats. Thank heavens for dental records…”

“Who could believe he went to a dentist with his snaggleteeth?” Kevin said.

“Please. He was my…” said the woman in front of us, her shoulders racking with sobs.

Chastised for a second time, we were immediately quieted, but our eyes met over our lowered sunglasses with identical expressions of devilish curiosity. Did our Mr. O’Hara have a lover? Was this reprimanding woman in front of us Mr. O’Hara’s tart? We shook our heads. Not possible, I thought, but knew we would discuss it later. Who had the strength and tolerance for relationships? Certainly neither of us did. Although I wouldn’t mind if, on occasion, George Clooney found himself between my sheets.

I was wearing black, of course, and my most provocative black felt hat secured against the wind with an antique onyx hat pin, thinking I looked rather smart. Kevin, bald as a billiard ball with his thick round tortoiseshell glasses, was impeccably turned out in a deep charcoal pinstripe suit. He smelled as luscious as he looked. His lavender silk tie was dyed to match his shirt, jacquarded in the tiniest of damask rectangles. If we kept our sunglasses on, which we did, an onlooker might have assumed we were a couple, which we were not. I was his landlady and he was what my grandmother used to call a confirmed bachelor. However, strict definitions aside, we were the dearest of friends.

Finally, the service reached its conclusion and the pallbearers carried the casket down the aisle. The bereaved family followed, leaning on one another, choking back tears. Even my heart made a little leap at their sorrow. It was bad enough that Mr. O’Hara had died in the first place. Why did his family have to suffer the added indignities brought on by living in New York City? In moments like that, I wondered why I had stayed in this godforsaken place for so long. I shrugged off the question as quickly as I had considered it.


It was depressing to think about it.

But wasn’t depression an eager companion, lurking behind everything including Christmas? Long ago I had sworn off that sorry dark suitor with his cheap wilting flowers and his promises of commiseration. I was far better served by Kevin’s company, a stiff cocktail, and a conversation with Harry, my bird who was so much more than a bird.

As we stepped out into January’s afternoon light, countless tiny snowflakes swirled all around us. The steps of the church were partially covered in thin patches of white.

“Snow day,” Kevin said drily.

“You’re not going back to the office?”

“Please,” he said. “I need a Bloody. Don’t you? Funerals completely bum me out.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Take my arm so you don’t slip. P.J. Clarke’s is right around the corner.”

We made our way over to Third Avenue, huddling against each other for warmth. The raw air was so bitter that talking stung our teeth. Conversation was all but curtailed until we reached our destination.

Inside the restaurant we shook the snow from our coats and handed them to the coat-check girl. My hat had gathered powder in its rim and I took a moment to remove it, worrying that melted snow might discolor it.

“It’s getting veeerry baaaad out there,” she said, watching me as I placed my hat right back on my head. “Nice, uh, hat.”

“Thank you.” Apparently, she was unaware that hats worn during lunch were perfectly acceptable. And a highly desirable accessory in between salon visits, if you know what I mean.

“What does the Weather Channel say?” Kevin asked, slipping the coat checks in his pocket.

“Six to nine in the city and twelve north and west. And I gotta take the LIRR to pick up my kid from day care before six! It ain’t easy, right? It ain’t easy.”


“Gracious!” I said. “Maybe you’d better leave a little early.”

There came an onslaught of visions of an unswaddled toddler, stumbling through drifts, whimpering, shivering, wandering around blindly, searching for his desperate and harried mother, who trudged through snowbanks, rushing to her child’s side, carrying a cooked chicken and fresh carrots in doubled plastic bags from D’Agostino’s. Then I looked at her again—chewing gum, tight top, bizarre gold highlights strewn through her dyed black hair, and a chain on her neck that spelled out her astrological sign—what was I thinking? Cheap bling and Juicy Fruit. This was the kind of mother who would pull a hot dog from the freezer and throw it in her sticky microwave without the benefit of so much as a paper towel. I knew her type. This Scorpio would tuck juice boxes and dry Cheerios in the corner of her baby’s crib so that in the morning she could sleep off the debauchery of her prior evening…not that I’m judgmental…

“Miriam? Come along, girl. Let’s go to our table. You know, I don’t think you heard a word I said, did you?”

I realized my breathing was irregular. “I’m sorry…I was just thinking…”

“About what?”

I took a deep breath to calm myself. “About how terribly fortunate I am to never have been in that poor girl’s position. You know, forced to rely on day care while I slaved away in some underpaid menial job just to feed my sons?”

Kevin did not need to know every thought I ever had about little trollops and the bulging population of others like her.

“That’s what I love about you, Miriam. You always remember to appreciate the good things Charles did for you as well.” Kevin’s smirk was too obsequious for my inner cynic.

“What? That lout? Oh please! I stayed home because Charles insisted and you know it. It was a sign of his success that his wife didn’t have to work.”


“The cad,” Kevin said, changing political parties.

“The cad, indeed.”

“A bit like having a plump wife in a starving African nation…”

I stared at Kevin and wondered if he meant to imply that my figure had become matronly. I sniffed at him.

“Miriam! Not you, dear! In fact, I was just thinking how you’ve become a rake! You’re not doing some crazy diet, are you?”

“Please,” I said, smiling and warming in the glow of his affection. “We know better.”

The waiter took our order for Bloody Marys, home fries, and cheese-burgers. I was ravenous, and when the drinks arrived, I devoured the celery, crunching away at the stalk like a starving rabbit. Was I losing a little weight? Perhaps I was!

“So, how’s work down at the Temple O’Couture?” I asked him.

Kevin had been in charge of all visual displays at Bergdorf Goodman for years. His windows, which received accolades and awards from all over the world, dictated the ultimate fantasies of others.

“How’s work? It’s the same old horse manure day in and day out. How do we make outrageously priced clothes designed for emaciated teenage Amazons seem appealing to middle-aged women of normal proportions who hope that a certain dress or a particular gown will ignite the long-absent spark in their spouse’s eye?”

“Easy now, sweetheart. You’re treading the shallow waters close to home.”

“Oh, honey. I didn’t mean you, Miriam, and you know it. I was speaking only in the most general of terms.”

Kevin smiled and I was reassured that he had not meant me. Nonetheless, I spouted, “If there was such a thing as a dress that would bring Charles back to me, I wouldn’t go near it. I can promise you that.”

“And I wouldn’t let you!”

“Hmmph. Thank you.” I reached across the table and patted the back of his perfectly tanned hand. Where did he find the time to maintain a tan? Of course! He simply ran up to the Ciminelli spa on the seventh floor during his lunch hour and had himself sprayed with some bronzer. That was what he did. Probably. Well, I charged him so little in rent he had the resources for extravagances. In my world, I could barely afford a manicure once a week.

“Miriam?”

“Yes?”

“Honey? Are you upset about the funeral? You are so distracted today…”

“Oh, Kevin, I’m sorry. I just had another thought that if there was a dress that could make Charles bray at the moon like a donkey gone wild with regret, I might buy that one.”

“He was a colossal fool, Miriam, and everyone knows it.”

I looked straight in his beautiful blue eyes and thought how I loved him to pieces. They were the blue of the Mediterranean as I remembered the Mediterranean from the Charles Years, when there were no fiscal restraints. The good old days when I was naively uninformed of the facts.

The waiter reappeared with our food and asked if we cared for another cocktail. Of course we did. Wasn’t it snowing? I downed the remainder of the one I had and thought, Golly, you surely did get a good measure of vodka at old P.J.’s, didn’t you?

“Oh, to heck with Charles…did I tell you about the spring gala plans at the museum? You’ll have to be my escort again this year, I’m afraid. My, this hamburger is simply beyond divine.”

“There are still a few things worth living for, right? Pass the ketchup, please. Let’s see…can I suffer another evening of champagne and foie gras by the side of the fabulous Mrs. Swanson? Hmm. I think I can!” He slapped the table. “When’s the gig?”

“It’s in May.” We chatted about last year’s event for a few minutes. The waiter delivered our drinks, I sipped a few times and felt my well of steely reserve beginning to evaporate. “I want to chair the decorations committee so badly I can smell peonies and sword fern every single time I think about it.”

“There, there now, my Petal Puss, whom do we have to bribe?”

I giggled at his pet name for me. “Agnes Willis, the old stone-faced chair of the gala. Maybe she has a child or a niece who needs an apartment. I have to rent the second floor, you know. And quickly. What if Mr. O’Hara’s family doesn’t come for his things?”

“If they don’t come in two weeks, we’ll put them in storage and send them a bill. I can take care of that for you. And if you want, I’ll throw a coat of paint on the apartment, too.”

“Oh, Kevin! You’re such a lamb! What would I do without you?”

“Well, for starters, you’d have to rent the third floor as well. You’re not eating your potatoes. Do you mind?”

“Help yourself,” I said, and slid my platter toward him. “Heavenly days, sometimes I feel like a character from a Tennessee Williams play.”

“Hardly. Agnes Willis, huh? I think she might enjoy tickets to see the Bill Blass collection. Who wouldn’t? Maybe I can help you with Madame Rushmore. Every stone has a fault line, doesn’t it?”

Later, filled with hamburgers and the hope of a prestigious committee to chair and a wonderful new tenant living upstairs, Kevin and I made our way home through the snow. After I put on my snow boots. And Kevin had smartly brought his.

We had lingered over lunch as usual and it was getting late in the day. There were already about four inches on the ground at that point, and the snow was still falling as though it never intended to stop. The usual crowds of shoppers and tourists were down to a trickle of humanity, huddled in doorways and in small clusters waiting for a bus, stomping their feet to stay the numbness that only the very young did not feel. Taxis were nonexistent.

Familiar landmarks appeared different and we were unsure where the street ended and the curb began. No one had begun to shovel and we moved along with extra care. Nothing was more beautiful in the world than Manhattan hushed in a fresh blanket of pure white snow, even though part of me suspected it was radioactive. And here I was in New York all these years, now reduced to taking in boarders so I could hold on to my home, with two estranged sons in cockeyed relationships, a mother who had gone off the deep end, and an ex-husband who didn’t want me anymore.

“What’s going through your head, Miriam? You’ve got that look again.”

“Everything. I’m middle-aged, Kevin. The game’s half over and somehow I never got what I wanted.”

Kevin stopped, turned to face me, and put his hands on my shoulders. “The past is the past, Miriam. You have to stop all this brooding. Seriously! It’s got to stop! The looming question, my Petal, is what do you want now?”

I just looked at him and felt my jaw get tight as my volcanic bitterness grew. “I want to be vindicated from the guilt I feel. I want to be satisfied with my lot. All my life I conducted myself as polite society dictated, and look where it got me.”

Kevin nodded, understanding exactly what I meant. We arrived at the front door.

“I’m going to run around to Albert’s and buy us some veal chops and I’ll pick up a great bottle of red wine. When I come back, we’re going to make a plan. You set the table and think about this. It’s time for you to break a few rules, Petal, because, you’re right, following them didn’t work worth a tinker’s damn.”

“Fine. That sounds good.”

I opened the street door of my town house and picked up the mail from the floor. Then I stacked Kevin’s mail on the hall table and opened the door to my part of the house. There on my coffee table stood Harry, my African gray parrot, who, at eleven years old, had matured into a very desirable roommate.


“Charles is a horse’s ass,” he said.

“You’re telling me?”

He followed me to the kitchen, hopped on my fingers, and I lifted him up to the top of his crate. Harry watched me as I dropped most of the mail straight into the trash. I gave him a small chunk of cantaloupe and he said, “Harry is a good boy.”

“Yes, you are. You are a marvelous boy.”

The message light on my phone was blinking. I pressed the play button and listened while I chose the least tarnished flatware for the table.

Hi, sweetheart! It’s your mother. I left a message on your cell you can ignore. I just saw a weather report that you’re having one dee-double doozy of a snowstorm! Just wanted to remind you to be prepared in case the electricity fails—water, batteries, logs for the fireplace? But then, I’m sure you think you know what to do…

There was no one like my mother. I mean, no one. Once the grande dame of Charleston, South Carolina, she’d flipped her chignon when Daddy died. Six months later, and to the utter shock of her known world, she sold our family’s gorgeous home and all the contents I didn’t want, moved to our funky old beach house on Sullivans Island, and became a hippie. She says she’s not a hippie but I think the term accurately describes her lifestyle. Perfect for her, mortifying to me. She threw away an extremely enviable life to live green, whatever that is.

The next message was from my son Charlie, named for his father Charles, the horse’s ass.

Mother? Ah, not home. Okay. Well, just checking in to be sure you’re doing all right in this weather, but if you’re out and about, you’re obviously fine. If you need anything, gimme a shout. Um, okay then. We’ll talk later…

Could he have said, I love you, Mom? No. He would never allow himself any overt display of affection. Especially toward me and especially after all that had transpired. But at least he still felt some obligation to his mother and I would just have to console myself with that miserly peanut.


The next three messages were solicitations and I erased them, saving the ones from Mother and Charlie to remind myself to return their calls. There was no call from Daniel, my youngest, but it was no surprise. He rarely called unless the earth moved in California or unless Nan got pregnant, and maybe those two events weren’t mutually exclusive. I grinned at my own cleverness. They had two precious little children that I thought were God’s gracious plenty. Nan had suffered enough miscarriages for a miniseries on the trials and tribulations of the reproductive system. The poor girl. Why she continued to attempt to have more babies, I could not begin to fathom. Nan should only have known all that I knew about the disappointments of raising children. I was sure she didn’t have a clue.

I touched the corners of the packaged log in my living room’s fireplace with the long lit match and watched the blue and purple flickers become gold and orange flames as it burned its way to life. The world was still revolving, the snow would come to an end eventually, and somehow, I would be vindicated.







    

Chapter Two

GESUNDHEIT!





Dear Mrs. Willis,

How can I ever begin to thank you for coming to my rescue with a tissue this weekend? So thoughtful of you! The membership table is such fun, don’t you agree? But with all the germs and flu that the visiting public and their crying toddlers in strollers bring around at this time of the year, I was so lucky to be near you when I sneezed. I do think they should leave their babies home with a sitter, but what can you do? This is what the world has become. In any case, how fortunate I am to be acquainted with someone who is ever at the ready! I do so hope our paths cross again soon. And I hope I shall have the opportunity to return your kindness.

Cordially,

Miriam Elizabeth Swanson



I sealed the envelope with a damp sponge, used my last special-edition Eleanor Roosevelt stamp, hoping to send a subliminal message that I was absolutely strong enough to chair the decorations committee. Call me Eleanor. I hate war. But no one knew how I emphatically despised the common indignities of the membership table. Good grief. Something had to happen to relieve me of membership duty.

Over the weekend, I had reminded Agnes Willis that I had some knowledge about flowers and branching materials. In the old days before Charles ran off with his whore, we enjoyed a nice friendship, sharing tables at events together, Charles; Agnes; her husband, Truman; and me. But once Charles’s betrayal was exposed, I lost all my friends. And well, the unfortunate truth was that our serendipitous meeting did not unfold as gracefully as one might have hoped.

She sauntered by with her snooty clothes-hanger friends, choked by the tight folds of their Hermès scarves, wrapped to conceal their aging crepe. There was no doubt Agnes Willis was there to verify to them that her lowly minions she summoned with her irrefutable power had shown up at our lowly posts.

I looked up to her and said, “Oh! Mrs. Willis!”

She nodded to me. I was not about to be snubbed. I stood, careful to raise myself to my full height, and extended my hand to her sour-faced friend.

“Hello, I’m Miriam Swanson.” I couldn’t tell you what she said her name was for love or money. “Mrs. Willis? Aren’t the flowers particularly spectacular this week? When my Charlie was a little boy he used to call them For Cynthia. I never had the heart to correct him.”

I referred to the huge yellow branches of forced forsythia that graced the center of the lobby mixed with long white tulips, marsh grass, and exotic leaves from who knows where.

“Pardon me?” she said. “Oh, yes, they are, Mrs. Swanson.”

Two of the ladies walked away, but the dour one said to Agnes Willis, “For Cynthia. How precious.” She gave me a purse-lipped smile.

I thought, Oh, why don’t you go eat a whole pizza, and don’t you know that was when the pollen or the dust or some rogue virus overwhelmed my sinuses. I sneezed with the brute force of a longshoreman, thoroughly spraying them with nature’s bounty. Agnes and her horrified friend stared me down as though I had just removed my panty hose and swung them around my head. But Agnes, still in possession of at least one gene of empathy, reached in her bag, flipped her wrist, and presented me with a tissue. I was completely demoralized.


“I’m going to the ladies’ room,” her friend said. “To bathe.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what—”

“It’s all right, dear,” Agnes Willis said. Her eyebrows knitted in disgust and she put her hand on her friend’s arm to delay her. “It could happen to anyone.”

They walked away together and I heard her say to her companion “she used to be married to Charles Swanson, you know”…yet again affirming to me that without Charles and his wallet, my social standing was greatly depreciated. She had not even bothered to whisper.

More than ever, I hoped Kevin would produce tickets for Agnes Willis to the Bill Blass fall show that was right around the corner. If I could be there as well, which was part of the plan Kevin and I had cooked up over dinner, perhaps it would provide the opportunity for me to remark on the flowers they would surely have in profusion. She might take the hint.

It was such a challenge and a frustration to remain a lady in the face of the endless stream of devaluations I endured. But that’s what my mother had always said I should do. It was also hopeless to think that Agnes Willis would divine the real meaning of my remarks and then completely insane to hope that she would act in my favor. Why would she? Especially after I sprayed her and her friend with enough watery mucus to float the Staten Island Ferry. Gross. And, to be honest, what did she stand to gain by doing anything for me? Well, maybe a seat at Mr. Blass’s show, but she didn’t know that yet. I’d have to check with Kevin to be sure he didn’t forget.

So, down to the corner I hurried and off went my thank-you note sealed with my dreams. I congratulated myself for not mentioning the committee assignments in my communiqué. Another thing my mother, the formidable Miss Josephine, had taught me about the art of written notes was to stick to the subject at hand.

It was snowing again, freezing and gray outside. I maneuvered around the slicks of ice and salt, wishing I had worn gloves for the short trip. Pulling my coat around me, I hurried home sighing and sighing. It seemed that the relentless winter tirade would stretch into May. Just the few steps to the corner and reliving my meeting with Agnes had been enough to make me want to indulge in an old movie and a good cry.

“Not me!” I said, resisting self-pity and unlocking the front door.

It took my entire body weight to close the outside door good and tight. Every door in the entire house needed to be planed, repainted, and re-hung, but that was a job for the spring. In fact, the list of chores to be done and what they would cost frightened me. Rightfully so. Even Kevin, good and generous with his time as he was, couldn’t possibly see to them all. I worried about the shallow steps that led to the second and third floors. Over time they had begun to settle and slump to the west. I worried about the furnace and the chimneys and the gutters and the roof…on and on it went. But I was heartened by my decision to keep the first floor for myself. I wasn’t replacing the steps. Listen, I wasn’t exactly a little old lady, but I wasn’t getting any younger either.

I could hear Kevin’s boom box streaming Latin music from the second floor. He must’ve been working on Mr. O’Hara’s apartment. It sounded like Sergio Mendes and Brasil ’66. How festive! Only Kevin would have the presence of mind to turn an act of drudgery into something worth dancing through.

After several phone calls and polite warnings that I would be forced to place his personal things in storage, Mr. O’Hara’s family rented a small van, drove in from Oyster Bay, and claimed his property. As each day went by, I became more anxious to rent the space. After all, I had obligations to meet just like the rest of the world.

I opened the door to my apartment. Harry was sitting on the arm of my aging red-striped chintz sofa looking at me.

“Hi, Harry, my little feathered friend!” I said, throwing my damp coat over a club chair that had seen better days. “It’s cold outside. And it’s snowing again!”


He cocked his head to one side and stared at me.

“Charles is a horse’s ass.”

“Yes, he certainly is and Miriam loves Harry.”

“I love you. Pretty Miriam!” Harry said, and whistled.

Of course I had trained Harry to say all the sweet things he said, but it still sounded nice, even if the flattery came from a bird. Unfortunately, Harry’s words represented the vast majority of the compliments I received. I gave him three grapes as a treat. Organic, of course. Sometimes I thought Harry enjoyed a better diet than I did, except that I really had made an effort to buy organic when I could, another testament to my mother’s power of suggestion.

“Come on, pussycat, let’s go see what Kevin’s up to.”

He hopped on my fingers, we made our way up the stairs and swung open the door to Mr. O’Hara’s apartment.

“It’s just me, Mr. O’Hara!” Harry said, sounding exactly like me.

“Harry misses Mr. O’Hara,” I said, and then realized that part of the far wall was an odd shade of green and that the window trim was some kind of orange. Kevin was wearing presplattered painter’s overalls with a tight T-shirt underneath that accentuated his biceps. “What have you done here, Kevin?”

“Didn’t you read Hop Along the obituary? Missed the memo, did you, Romeo?” Kevin turned the music down and his attention to me. “It’s part of the plan, Miriam! So what do you think?”

“About the colors? Well…it’s different, isn’t it?” I let Harry down to walk around.

“It’s very Key West…”

A Key West whorehouse, I thought. “Yes, it is,” I said.

“Papaya and avocado and I’m thinking a splash of turquoise also—you know, just in bits of trim here and there to give it some pop…” Kevin’s arms were flailing about as he justified his foray into the world of tropical psychedelic color.


“Who are we renting to, Kevin? What if they want beige walls? What if we rent to, I don’t know…I mean, would a certified public accountant want to live with these colors?”

Kevin put his hands on his hips and stared at me in annoyance. “If they want beige, they can live somewhere else! I have made an executive decision, Miriam.”

I didn’t want to anger him because he had gone to a lot of trouble, so I said, “And what would that be, sweetums?”

“We’re going to rent to someone who is younger than us. No more dead bodies. We need fun in our lives, girlie. And, in this house.”

He was right about that and I agreed with him.

“Any potential tenants yet?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m actually seeing someone this afternoon at four.”

“And who might this mysterious person be?”

“I’m not sure. He was an acquaintance of Mr. O’Hara, but I don’t know anything about him, to tell you the truth.”

“Miriam? You worry me. Just like that, you’re going to let this man in your house? Our house?”

“Why, I hadn’t even thought—”

“Honestly! We could wind up sliced and diced into sushi on Live at Five! It’s a good thing I’m home. I’ll be in your kitchen making dinner in case anything seems peculiar to you, okay?”

“Well, he didn’t sound like someone who would appreciate your handiwork anyway. These colors, I mean…”

“It’s going to be very chic when I’m finished. Miriam? Sugar, I’m going to tell you something…” Kevin poured more fruit smoothie into his paint tray and ran his roller through it, squeezing away the excess.

“What’s that?” I said, and Harry hopped back on my hand. I stroked his feathers.

He rested the tray and roller on the windowsill and leaned back against it, crossed his arms over his chest, and took a deep breath. I sensed an approaching lecture.


“You seem so somber, Kevin! What are you worried about?”

“Nothing! No, nothing at all, really! It’s just that…look, Miriam. You have a fabulous apartment to offer. The kitchen is good, the bathroom is great—a big bedroom and living room, good light…”

“I’m aware. The point?”

“That it’s also a privilege to live here. This is a very smart address, Petal, and you know it. Let’s be a little picky, okay?”

“Promise. I will. I’ve got to go call Mother. Tell her we’re wearing sweaters and that we’ve got food—”

“I don’t want to sound like Fred Mertz here. But, raise the rent, Ethel.”

“Seriously? Yours, too?”

“Have you gone mad? No! The new tenant’s!”

“Kevin, you know me. I think the quality of the tenant is just as important as the rent.”

“Fabulous. When the furnace poops out, don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

“You’re probably right,” I said to placate him, and went to the door. “See you at four?”

“I smell condescension…”

“See you later. And, Kevin?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.” I blew him a kiss and closed the door.

He was right about the furnace. At five o’clock in the morning, when it switched to its day cycle, it sounded like someone was crawling around inside the walls with a sledgehammer. It had been repaired and repaired, and soon it was going to expire. I knew it. Maybe I should consider raising the rent. I wasn’t even sure what the going rate was for a one-bedroom apartment in my neighborhood.

“What are we going to do, Harry?” I said as I closed the door to my apartment behind me. “Perch?”

“Perch?”

“Okay, handsome.” I put him on his perch in the kitchen and dialed my mother.


She picked up on the fourth ring, just as the recorded message on her answering machine was giving instructions.

“Hello?”

“Mother?”

If you’re selling something, we don’t want it…

“Let me turn this crazy thing off, Miriam. Hold on!”

If you want us to answer questions, forget it…

I heard something tumble and fall and then in the muffled distance of mother’s efforts to quiet the offending machine, she said something like “dag blast it all to Hades!” Mother invented her own curse words, or like we say in the south, cusswords. To say curse is to actually curse and therefore ladies say cuss.

If you want…beep!

“All righty now! That’s much better! Miriam? Are you still there?”

“Josie, Josie, Josie. That message of yours is pretty aggressive, don’t you think?”

“That’s Miss Josie to you, and no, it’s not. If you knew all the fool phone calls I get…mol-asses!”

Read: Those asses!

“I’m sure that’s so. So, Mother?”

“It’s sixty degrees in South Carolina today and I can’t for the life of me understand why you aren’t here to enjoy it.”

Mother always just jumped in and started telling me what was on her mind. She did this as though it was her duty to start up a conversation with a little dressing-down.

“Because then I wouldn’t be here to attend Mr. O’Hara’s funeral.”

“He died?”

“He sure did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Oh, really, Mother. What would you have done?”

“Well, I would’ve sent a card or something…how did he go?”

Mother had a morbid fascination with the final exits of others.


“He took the Fifty-seventh Street bus to paradise.”

“Don’t be cute with me, missy, or I’ll cut a switch and come right to New York!”

I had to giggle at that. I could see her stripping the leaves from a thin branch and stuffing it in her tote bag. “No, seriously. He really did. He died on the bus. Heart attack.”

“Mercy. Now what?”

“We cleaned out the apartment, Kevin is painting like crazy, and I’m interviewing a new tenant this afternoon. The snow seems to have stopped, so that’s good. Maybe he won’t cancel.” I pulled back the window sheers and double-checked. A few flakes were coming down, but when I spotted a slice of blue sky I decided that they were from a roof or a branch, caught in a swirl of wind.

“He? Another man? Is this one a possibility for, you know…”

“Good grief! No! The last thing I need in my life is another man.”

After all, but I wasn’t bringing this up to her, I had married one and given birth to two more and somehow lost the affection of them all. It didn’t matter what I left unsaid, my mother had an invisible umbilical cord from her brain to mine.

“Don’t fret, Miriam. You are still their mother, and believe me, the boys will come around. As for you and men? People are not meant to be alone. You still have plenty of vitality left in you. Heaven knows, if I do, then you must!”

“Yes, but you’re an original, Miss Josie.”

“Oh, sure! Butter me up so I’ll talk about something else.”

“No. You really are. Besides, I’m not lonely. Anyway, no matter, Kevin thinks we should rent to a young person.”

“Because Kevin knows you’ve become a dullard. A drip. B-o-r-i-n-g! And Kevin knows you need something to get your motor going…”

“I have to go, Mother. The doorbell is ringing.”

“I don’t hear anything. Maybe it sounds like that bird of yours is imitating the doorbell.”


Busted.

“Well, he is, but the real one is ringing, too. I’ll call you later this week, okay?” I hung up and looked at Harry. “Work on your doorbell voice, okay?”

“You got it!”

When I opened the door, there stood Kevin loaded with grocery bags, and beside him was a very nice-looking middle-aged man. I felt my neck get warm.

“Mrs. Swanson?”

“Yes. Won’t you come in?”

Well, I don’t have to tell you that I thought he was perfect for the apartment. He chuckled when he saw the color of the walls and said he would repaint them at his own expense. Then I saw him staring at my legs. Kevin saw him staring, too, and I could tell from Kevin’s bristling body language that he didn’t like him at all. I took a deposit check and his cell-phone number and told him I would keep his check, that I had two other possible candidates to see on Monday, and that I would let him know. But I’ll admit, I did practically let him think the place was his.

Kevin was furious with me.

“Why didn’t you just give him the keys?” he said sarcastically as he drained the pasta into my sink.

“Very funny. Do you want a glass of Chianti?”

“Already poured one for myself. Harry and I have been in here praying that guy didn’t do something terrible to all of us. I couldn’t wait to hear the door close! Harry kept saying ‘Good night! Good night!’”

“So that’s why he’s in his cage?”

“Yes! Even Harry had the good sense to worry!”

I poured myself a glass and looked at the kitchen table. It was simply but beautifully set for dinner with a cut baguette, wrapped in linen and placed in a sweetgrass basket from Charleston. Crystal goblets reflected the light of the candles borrowed from my living-room mantel; a glistening salad of butter lettuce and tomatoes, grated Parmesan and olive oil, tiny dishes of coarse salt and freshly ground pepper all waited at attention; and my silver pitcher was frosted from the ice water it held.

How could I not value Kevin’s opinion? This was what he did. He went to great lengths to be sure everything was as lovely as it could be. So did I, most of the time, but the difference was that he did it with some innate joy as opposed to my joyless sense of duty.

That was me. If he had not set this glorious table I probably would have jumped down Kevin’s throat and told him he was wrong about the man I had interviewed and I would have just ignored Kevin’s instincts. Whether it was my family, my waning volunteer career, or a new tenant, I had to be right, have the last word. My way or no way. Maybe this was one of the rules that needed to be broken, one of the things I needed to change. In a rare instance of détente, I conceded the point and decided to let Kevin have his way.

“Okay. You and Harry win. I give up. What do y’all think I should do?”

The tiniest of victorious smiles crossed his face as he plated our dinner.

“Give me his check,” he said. “You know me. I’m not usually so suspicious about people, but something about him—no, everything about him—was inappropriate. I’ll have my friend in human resources run a background check on him.”

“Fine. Fine.”

Kevin looked down his nose at me with raised eyebrows, challenging my sincerity.

“No! I said fine and I meant it! Now let’s eat.”
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