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Chapter 1

HARRIET BEAMER NEVER LOST A BET IN HER LIFE. NOT THAT she did much gambling, and she never bet more than a few dollars, but still, she could honestly say she’d never lost a bet. Not until her daughter-in-law, Prudence, enticed her to wager not just a few dollars, but her entire house.

Harriet lost what she later learned was a sucker’s bet. Not wanting to be known for the rest of her life as a welsher, she did the only thing a woman in her station in life could do: she honored the bet. In accordance with the conditions of the wager she sold her house and agreed to move to Grass Valley, California, even though she had been mostly happy living with Humphrey, her basset hound, in suburban Philadelphia.

Here’s what happened.

Christmas came around, as it did every year, with just the right amount of fanfare. Harriet loved Advent — going to church and watching the children recite verses and light candles in preparation for Jesus’ birth. She enjoyed shopping for gifts, attending the Sunday school Christmas pageant, and baking cookies. She had become famous for her butter spritz cookies, which she lovingly decorated with green and red sugar and candied cherries. Nearly every home in the neighborhood and every family at the Willow Street Church received a tin filled to the brim with her one-of-a-kind fudge and a generous sampling of the buttery cookie delights. Last year she counted the number of cookies she had baked, sprinkled, and given away. The grand total was 1,032. She did the math and calculated that if she placed them end-to-end, she had baked 129 feet of butter spritz cookies.

Christmas gave her great joy. But the busyness of the season caused frequent bouts of distress and, at times, copious amounts of indigestion. And Christmas had taken on a new patina after Max died — her husband of twenty-eight years. He had loved Christmas — every last bit of it from the lights on the trees to the mall Santas. He loved the wrapping and the giving and especially the old Perry Como and Andy Williams Christmas specials on VHS, which he watched almost continuously for the entire week leading up to Christmas Eve. Missing Max was a wound not easily healed.

So when he died suddenly on Christmas Eve fifteen years ago, Harriet was left to face Christmases yet to come with sadness and regret. Sadness because she missed Max so much that it hurt, and regret because of what their son, Henry, did — and with her blessings to boot!

Henry called from the airport to let Harriet know they would be arriving soon. They just needed to grab their bags, procure a rental car, and make it out to her Bryn Mawr home in rush-hour traffic.

“You might be better off taking the back roads,” Harriet said. “Just find Bartram Avenue and then jog over to Lansdowne, you know, past the big Catholic church, and then over that sweet little bridge, past the high school, and —”

“No, no,” Henry interrupted. “Prudence has her GPS programmed, and the expressway’s our surest bet.”

“That’s nice, dear,” Harriet said. “Prudence always has things figured out. I’ll be waiting with cookies. And please be careful. It snowed earlier and the roads might be slippery still.”

“Okay, Mom, see you soon.”

Harriet pushed the End button on her phone and sat at the kitchen table. A GPS, she knew, was a gadget that helped people find their way, but since when did Henry need a GPS to find his way home? She folded her hands in front of her and pondered as Humphrey nestled at her feet.

“How about that, Humphrey,” Harriet said, “I know the initials stand for Global Positioning … something or other, but in this case I say they stand for Grumpy Prudence System. Prudence sounded a little grumpy the last time I spoke to her. Probably that super-duper lawyering job of hers, which is probably why Henry is coming home her way.”

Humphrey let go one of his long, loud howls.

“You’re right,” Harriet said. “If they would just settle down and have a baby … or two.”

Harriet reached down and scratched behind Humphrey’s long, loppy left ear. “I still don’t know how you get around with these things.”

For the next thirty minutes Harriet waited for their arrival. She kept going to the front window and looking out, hoping to see them drive up to the curb. She rearranged all of the snowmen salt and pepper shakers on the mantel, the Christmas tree shakers on the end table, and the elf-shaped shakers that she always liked to line up along the window sill in the living room so they could look out. Harriet owned an extensive novelty shaker collection spanning more than fifty years.

She had been a proud member of the Shake It Up novelty salt-and-pepper-shaker club for fifteen years and attended their biannual meeting held at the Knights of Columbus. She had a preference for bench-sitter shakers and was proud of her Indian chief and Indian maiden set her friend Martha found in an antique store in Connecticut. A man named Darby offered her sixty-seven dollars for it last year. But she couldn’t part with it. Of course her one dream was that someday she could visit the Salt and Pepper Shaker Museum in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. But that didn’t seem likely.

After fiddling with the shakers, Harriet checked the water in the Christmas tree. The tree twinkled with multicolored lights. She had planned to wait for Henry and Prudence before hanging any ornaments. She wanted that to be a family thing, with Christmas carols playing in the background and maybe even a fire blazing in the fireplace. But she couldn’t contain herself any longer and opened the Christmas box. She pulled out a couple of glass balls — red and silver — and hung them on the tree. Then she dug around for her favorite — an antique ornament of a little boy and girl wearing Lederhosen on a swing. The boy once had a feather in his cap but that was long gone. The ornament had been made over a hundred years ago in the Black Forest of Germany. She let it dangle from her fingers and looked at it from all angles. She could almost hear Max in the background. “Go on, honey, hang it on a good branch, where everyone will see it.”

Max had given it to Harriet on their first Christmas as husband and wife. It was considered an antique even back then and was ever so delicate. Harriet loved it from that moment on. She grabbed a dining room chair and placed it near the tree.

Humphrey whimpered and looked up.

Harriet stood on the chair to make it easier to reach one of the higher branches. Unfortunately, Harriet didn’t realize she had set the chair on the wadded-up piece of newspaper used to wrap the ornament, and the chair wobbled. Harriet lost her balance and crashed to the floor.

She sat there, pain radiating from her foot to her brain and wishing that she had gotten one of those “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up” buttons. Humphrey toddled over to check on things. He howled. Harriet howled back.

“I don’t think it’s broken,” Harriet said. “My ankle. I felt it twist and well … I did hear a snap, but that was probably only a tree branch. Did you hear a snap, Humphrey?” She looked at the tree. Her ornament dangled from a branch — secure but not secure enough. “Good, my ornament isn’t broken either.”

Harriet tried to get up, but as she did the pain went from tolerable to mind-numbing. For a second she thought she saw a circus elephant sitting on her foot. Humphrey tramped next to her and sat. He rested his head on her thigh. She patted his head as a tear slipped down her cheek. “Humphrey. I’m so glad you’re here.”

He whimpered and looked up over his wiry eyebrows and let go a solemn doggy sigh.

“It’s okay,” she managed as another blast of pain shot through her foot. “Don’t fret. They’ll be here soon.”

As she waited, images of her and Humphrey crossed her mind like picture postcards. She remembered how she had rescued him from certain death at the pound. The way his ears perked the moment they made eye contact. There was no doubt that they were meant to be the best of friends, and a bond between woman and dog was forged that seemed to transcend the ordinary.

She attempted to get up again, but Humphrey held her in place. “Fine. I guess you know best.”

The doorbell rang.

“It’s them.”

Humphrey trotted to the door.

“Oh dear. It’s locked,” Harriet said. “I hope Henry remembered his key.” Tears streamed down her face.

The bell rang again, followed by three sharp knocks.

Humphrey danced on the linoleum-floored foyer, his toenails clicked on the floor. Then he scratched at the door and yowled.

“Come in,” Harriet called as loud as she could, hoping they would hear, “but only if it’s you, Henry? Please come in.” Harriet managed to remove the fuzzy slipper from her injured foot. The pain felt so intense she could hardly raise her voice. It seemed like her whole leg had caught fire and a gazillion fire ants were crawling all over it. “Come in,” she called again as she watched her foot turn the color of a plum left in the refrigerator crisper drawer too long.

The knocks came harder until Harriet finally heard the key in the door.

Humphrey toddled back to Harriet.

“Henry,” Harriet called the instant the door opened.

“Mom! What are you doing on the floor?”

That was when Prudence pushed her way in, dropped a leather briefcase on the floor, and said, “Isn’t it obvious, Henry. Your mother’s had an accident. I was worried this would happen.” Prudence was a pretty woman, tall — maybe an inch taller than Henry. She always dressed fashionably and wore her hair in what Harriet said looked like tossed salad, but it was attractive, especially with the mahogany streaks.

“Mom,” Henry said. “Are you all right? What happened?”

Henry lifted his mother up and carried her to the couch. She wasn’t what you would call a slight woman, and Henry was not the biggest man on the block. She stood about five feet four inches tall and weighed just over 170 pounds. She had a bit of a tummy paunch, which probably contributed to her high blood pressure and weak ankles. But at age seventy-two, Harriet Beamer had plenty of energy. She just didn’t know what to do with it sometimes.

“I was hanging the little girl-and-boy ornament and fell off the chair. It’s nothing, really; just a sprain. I’ll be … fine.” She tried to hide her discomfort.

Harriet caught a definite look pass between Henry and Prudence. She knew they’d been talking about her living alone and how they thought it would be safer if she moved to Grass Valley and lived with them in their big sprawling house. The house still without children or a dog or the aroma of chocolate chip cookies baking in the oven.

“You should really put some ice on that Hari — er, I mean Mother,” Prudence said. Harriet had suggested that maybe if Prudence called her Mom or Mother it might help them bond. So far it had only been uncomfortable for Prudence — something Harriet could not understand.

“Ice is a good idea,” Henry said. “Then I think I should take you to the hospital.”

“Oh, it’s just a sprain,” Harriet said. “Like your Gramma always said, nothing to do but keep it till it gets better.”

Prudence smoothed the back of her skirt and sat on the sofa near Harriet. “From the looks of it,” she said brushing dog hairs from her lap, “I’d say it’s broken.”

“Ah, fiddlesticks,” Harriet said. “Your degree is in law, not medicine. It’s merely sprained.” Harriet heard the words leave her lips and felt bad for jumping down Prudence’s throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean —”

“I can tell a broken ankle when I see one, Mother,” Prudence said. “It’s misshapen, purple, swollen, and whether you’ll admit it or not, you are in incredible pain. I can see it written all over your face.”

“That’s just wrinkles, dear. Can’t read anything into them.”

Harriet winced again and Humphrey ambled near. He licked her hand.

“Look,” Prudence said, “even Humphrey knows it’s serious.”

Henry returned from the kitchen with a Ziploc bag filled with half-moon-shaped ice cubes.

“Henry,” Harriet said. “That reminds me. Do we still call them cubes even if they’re not shaped like that anymore?”

Prudence chuckled. “Of course, Mother.”

“Oh, well, that’s good to know,” Harriet said. “May I have the ice cubes, dear.”

Harriet gently placed the bag on the sorest part of her ankle. “Look at that. I’d say it’s the color of DMC embroidery floss number 797.” She grimaced.

“Please, Mother,” Henry said. “Let’s get you to the hospital. What can it hurt?”

“Just her pride,” Prudence said. “She’ll never admit it’s fractured now.”

“Fractured?” Harriet said. “I bet it’s only a sprain. A bad one, but still just a sprain.” Harriet winced again. “Falling just that little way off a kitchen chair won’t break a perfectly good bone.”

“How much would you care to wager?” Prudence asked.

“Mom,” Henry said, “don’t do this. Let’s just get you to the ER before it gets worse.”

“Fiddlesticks.” Harriet looked Prudence square in the eyes. “I’ll take that action, Counselor. What’s the stakes?”

Prudence raised her eyebrows, stood, and then paced three times across the living room like she was in court. “Okay, let’s say if it is broken you come live with us in Grass Valley, where you won’t be alone should anything like this happ —”

“Hold on a second,” Henry said. “Let’s think this through. You know how seriously she takes these silly little wagers.”

“Yes,” Harriet said with a wince. “That would mean selling my house. The house your father built with his own two hands.”

“Don’t start, Mom, not now,” Henry said.

“I’m not starting.” Tears dripped down her cheeks.

“Yes, you are. Just another opportunity to bring up Dad’s construction business and —”

“Henry,” Prudence said. “This isn’t the time.”

Harriet moaned. “Well, you did quit the business and then talked me into selling the company and then —” she snapped her fingers — “just like that you moved to California to become a … a writer.”

“It’s what I wanted, Mom. It’s what Pru wanted. She had a great opportunity, and I needed to see if I could make it as a writer — something I wanted to do since I was a kid.”

Prudence touched Harriet’s knee. “He’s happy.”

Harriet’s stomach went wobbly as the pain grew steadily worse. The ice did not appear to be working at all as her ankle was now the size of a canoe.

“Okay, so back to the bet. If I win then —”

“Then you get to stay in the house until you … well until —”

“I die. You can say it. I know I’m going to die one day, same as you.”

“Well, no one is dying today,” Henry said. “Let’s get you to the hospital.”

Henry helped his mother off the couch. She hopped toward the front door with Henry’s help. Harriet reached out her hand to Prudence. “It’s a bet, Your Honor.”

“It’s a bet,” said Prudence, shaking Harriet’s hand.

Three painful hours and four X-rays later, Harriet learned she had lost the bet. Four months after the orthopedist declared her ankle fully mended, Harriet sold her pretty little custom-built Cape Cod and met her obligation. Her bank account grew to a size she had never thought she would see again, and she phoned Henry and Prudence to tell them she was on her way.

“I’m so glad, Mother,” Prudence said. “It really is for the better. You’ll see.”

Humphrey rested his head on the sofa as close to Harriet as possible.

“It’s going to be all right, boy. We’ll be just fine in California.”

Harriet looked out her bay front window. Spring was definitely on the fringes. “I hope so anyway. I hope.”





Chapter 2

THOSE FOUR MONTHS WERE, TO SAY THE LEAST, A WHIRLWIND — to say the most, heart-wrenching. Harriet’s house sold quickly, being in a fine neighborhood with a good public school district and, of course, the Saint Denis Parish. She didn’t even need a lawn sign — she preferred not to inform the entire neighborhood of her plans anyway. People clamored to be in Saint Denis. So Harriet was mostly pleased when she sold the house to a young couple with four school-age children.

A month before settlement day, Harriet invited her best church friend for pie and coffee. She decided it would probably be a good idea to let Martha know — she didn’t want to simply up and leave. People might think she had died or been kidnapped or something.

Martha arrived early as usual. Although she was the same age as Harriet — two months older, in fact — Harriet always thought of her as younger. Martha possessed such a free spirit and was as spry and youthful as any forty-year-old. She wore what Harriet called bohemian clothes — colorful skirts, bandanas, sandals in summer, and sneakers all winter — and made a living creating stained glass windows. Harriet never told her, but she sometimes wished she had even an ounce of Martha’s artistic talent. Harriet, who wore flowered dresses and sensible shoes and concerned herself with keeping a neat house, serving nursery duty, returning her library books on time, and keeping her weekly date down at Saint Frank’s for bingo, never did anything unexpected or out of the ordinary.

“Martha,” Harriet said as she opened the door, “you’re early — again.”

Martha laughed. “You know me. I’ll probably die early.”

“Oh, don’t say such a thing. Come on in. I was about to set the table.”

“Set the table? You must have something mighty important in that brain of yours if you’re setting a table for us.”

“I do,” Harriet said. She followed Martha into the living room. “But it can wait a few minutes.”

“Then at least let me set the table while you get the goodies ready. You made pie, of course.”

That was nice and neighborly and all, but Harriet wanted to set the table herself. Martha had a way of making even the most mundane things prettier and better. Most of the time it was a welcome set of skills, especially at a church supper, but that day, with such an important announcement to make, Harriet wanted to be in charge. Still, since Martha had already started folding the cloth napkins into swans or parrots or something equally exotic, Harriet let her continue.

“You have your good crystal out and china — my, my, what a pretty pattern.” Martha peered into a French Haviland pie plate. “Now you’ve got me guessing. What in the world could be so terribly important as to warrant good china and your favorite salt and pepper shakers — oh, let me guess, Prudence is preggers. How marvelous.”

Preggers. Harriet swallowed. “No, no, Prudence is not … preggers … she’s too busy with her lawyer job, and you know Henry, still writing his books.”

“Well, I wish for your sake she’d change her mind. The old bio clock is ticking.” She moved her index finger back and forth like a pendulum.

Harriet placed a deep-dish apple pie with a golden crust on the table. “Look who’s talking. Weren’t you forty-two when Wyatt came along?”

“Yeah, well. I already had three others, and he was kind of … well, Wyatt was definitely God’s idea. Jack and I were not planning. He’s our ‘You said it would be all right’ baby. ‘Course he’s all grown up now, but he still keeps me young.”

Harriet set out the good silver and watched Martha rearrange the cut flowers in the vase on the table. She magically made them look better than Harriet’s best effort only thirty minutes previous. Harriet sighed. How can they be the same daffodils? Then again, Martha could scrape a dead raccoon off the street and turn it into a lovely centerpiece.

“Oh, where’s your pooch?” Martha looked around. “He usually greets me.”

“He’s out back. I’m not ready for him to hear my announcement yet.”

Martha smiled and moved toward the glass sliders leading to the backyard and looked out toward Humphrey’s doghouse. “Honestly, Harriet, sometimes I think you believe that hound is human.”

“I never claimed he was human, but I’m fairly certain he understands me. He’s picked up quite a bit of English.”

“As opposed to dog speak.”

“Yes, and please don’t call him a hound. He’s sensitive.”

“Well, that’s what he is. A basset hound.“

“But it’s derogatory.”

Harriet poured herself a cup of coffee and stirred cream into it. She had been thinking about the best way to tell Martha her plan and thought she had come up with the perfect segue. “I’ve been enjoying Pastor Daniel’s messages these last few weeks — all about purpose and destiny and such, finding our place in the grand scheme of things. The center of God’s will and all that, even though I’m not certain I know how that feels or if I will ever understand predestination.” She glanced at Martha over the tops of her glasses.

“Oh, oh, I know what he means.” Martha chimed in as she set a slice of pie on her plate. “When I’m working with the glass I feel something extraordinary. It’s like the line in that old movie about the missionary, about feeling God’s pleasure when he runs. I feel God’s pleasure when I work with the glass. It’s like I know God made me an artist and I really have no choice but to do it.”

Harriet stirred her coffee. “You mean Chariots of Fire. Eric Liddell.” Harriet stared into her coffee. Nothing fancy. No hazelnut or coconut flavors — plain old coffee — the same brand she had been drinking for over twenty years. Ordinary — that’s how Harriet had been feeling, she just didn’t know it. She could not remember the last time she felt God’s pleasure.

“I’m in a rut,” Harriet said after a moment. “I wake up the same time every day, make coffee the same time every morning, drink it from the same mug, sit in the same pew, attend the same bingo game every Thursday — never win more than $47.50. And then I give it to the church.” She looked away from Martha. “My life is boring. I don’t want to believe I was predestined to live out my days baking cookies. I just never had the gumption to try anything different.” She looked away and then back at Martha. “I never had the courage.”

Martha tapped Harriet’s hand. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Harriet, what are you trying to tell me? You must have something heavy on your heart. Does it have anything to do with Daniel’s sermons? Did you get a bad test result?”

Harriet sipped her coffee. She considered forgetting the whole thing, thinking it couldn’t possibly be as exciting as making art or getting a bad test result. “Oh, it’s nothing really. I’m just … moving. That’s all.” She looked straight at Martha. “I’m moving — soon.”

Martha swallowed a bite of pie without chewing. “Moving? You mean into one of those fancy assisted-living places? Or the Presbyterian home?”

“Presby Home? No.” She looked away from Martha again. The Presbyterian Home was a fine alternative for someone in Harriet’s station of life, and after being a faithful member of the Presbyterian Church (even though she played bingo at St. Frank’s), she certainly qualified for a bed.

“California,” Harriet said.

“California? Well, what in the world?” Martha looked away and then back at Harriet. “Oh, I get it. Isn’t that where Henry and Prudence live?”

Harriet nodded. “Yes. And … you can’t talk me out of it. I already sold the house.”

Martha shook her head. “Harriet Beamer. I never thought this would happen. You love this house.”

“I do, but … well, I’m getting older and —”

“Oh so what? You’re not ancient. Did you lose a bet or something?”

Harriet pushed gooey apple slices around on her plate. “Yes. It was a stupid bet.”

“I knew it,” Martha said. “I told you one of these days that your gambling ways would get you into trouble. Not everything in life is a sure bet.”

“Well, good for you, Nostradamus,” Harriet said. “Your prediction came true. But it really is all because of that broken ankle I had at Christmas. Henry and Prudence are worried I can’t take care of myself anymore.”

“Oh, that’s preposterous,” Martha said. “You fell off one chair — so what. You are far from a doddering old woman.”

“I suppose.” Harriet nodded and sipped her coffee, lost in thought. “Maybe it’s not such a bad thing. I know I can still take care of myself. But I’m not getting younger. What do I have left? Ten decent years?” Harriet swallowed a bite of pie. “Remember how long ten years was when we were younger, and now —” she snapped her fingers — “it could go in a flash. I mean, really, what can I do now? My life is practically over.”

“Don’t be morbid. Ten years is plenty of time. You can do whatever you want. Go wherever you want. I keep saying I’ll teach you to work with the stained glass. You can take a class in Russian literature, anything. You don’t need to sell your house and move clear across the country.” Martha seemed to swipe a tear away.

“Maybe I do,” Harriet said. “Maybe the kids are right. Maybe I’ve used up my usefulness here, and now it’s time for my children to take care of me.”

Martha shook her head. She sipped coffee and looked around the kitchen. “There must be more to this.”

“No. Not much more.” Harriet stirred her coffee again. “Although I guess there is a part of me that figures when — or should I say if? — they decide to have a baby, I’ll be there. I’d want to be part of the baby’s life. And that trumps any assisted-living home. Come to think of it, it would be assisted living in reverse. I’ll get to assist them.” Harriet smiled at her realization.

“That is one way to look at it. But to sell your house and move so far —” Martha sniffed. “I’m going to miss you.”

Harriet was glad when Martha left. But as she was washing the dishes and packing the china into a sturdy box marked “good dishes,” a melancholy crept into her bones. Martha still had purpose. That was certain. She felt God’s pleasure when she arranged the colorful cut glass into gorgeous pictures. For Harriet that day, it seemed God had finished with her, that he had no more purpose for her life than she did with the tiny bits of leftover apple pie she pushed down the Insinkerator.

When settlement day, June 2, finally arrived, Harriet slipped into her favorite cotton dress with the purple flowers and lace on the collar. She most always wore dresses. She never felt comfortable in blue jeans, although she did wear clam diggers in the warmer weather and when she visited the shore. But that day she slipped into her most familiar clothes. Signing the house over to Barry and Samantha Fredrickson was a bit more serious than a trip to the shore. A fact that struck her as she sat across the table from the young couple. When it came time to sign the papers, her hand shook, and as a result, her signature was wobbly. But she walked away with a happy, fat check. Max had seen to it that the house would be paid off in the event of his premature demise, so she owed only taxes. She deposited the check on her way home to tell Humphrey the news. The new owners said it would be fine with them if she remained in the house an extra day or two to get things settled. They charged her rent, of course, but Harriet didn’t mind.

Harriet stopped at Larry’s Deli and purchased four glazed donuts and a can of sardines in a bright red wrapper.

“Humphrey,” she called when she opened the front door. “Mommy has treats for you.”

Humphrey scrambled from his 2:00 p.m. resting spot in the sun.

Harriet plunked the sardines into Humphrey’s bowl. She only gave him sardines when she had a good reason. A smidgen of guilt crept into Harriet’s heart as she wiped sardine juice from the floor. He probably still remembered eating sardines the day before she took him for a trip to the vet, which turned into something a little more than routine. Let’s just say Humphrey came home a little lighter the next day.

Humphrey lapped the fishies up faster than flies find a warm pile of poop in July. Harriet knew he was a little worried and wondered if she should even tell him. But that wasn’t fair. She couldn’t just spring it on him at the very last minute. Besides he had been watching her pack and must have known something was up.

“Humphrey,” she said just as he swallowed the last morsel. “I got something to tell you.” She sat at the kitchen table and opened the donut bag. Humphrey scooted toward her. He had learned to do this on his butt, not that standing up and walking was so hard, but why waste the energy? His eyes brightened as she jiggled the donut bag.

Harriet figured Humphrey had come to know her pretty well. Sometimes a dog can know things without words; a simple look on a human’s face can be enough to spell impending disaster or even unspeakable joy like a fresh warm donut from Larry’s.

Harriet knew Humphrey knew. She scratched behind his ears and smiled into his impossibly sad, bloodshot eyes. “We’re taking a little trip, you and me.” She tried to sound as upbeat as possible and fed him part of the donut, which he wolfed down in no time.

Humphrey perked up. The dog wagged his tail and performed his version of the happy dance, which was little more than a few tail chases. Harriet loved that.

“Good boy, Humphrey. You are going to have so much fun on that airplane.” She patted his head.

Humphrey yawned. Walked away. Did a double take and whimpered.

“I don’t care what anyone says. I know you can understand me. But don’t worry, you’re going to love the plane.”

Harriet spent the rest of the day packing, unpacking, and repacking. It was difficult to decide what to keep, what to donate, and what to throw away. It had taken her nearly three years to rid the house of Max’s clothes and belongings. But as she went through closets and drawers she came across other Max memorabilia and had a tough time keeping tears at bay.

“Oh, Max,” she said, holding an old wristwatch. “You never did get this fixed. But that was just like you. Say one thing, do another.”

By dinnertime she had grown so weary of crying over Max she set about packing her salt-and-pepper collection. She had gone to the U-Haul store and purchased nice sturdy boxes, strapping tape, and a large black Sharpie.

“I’m going to ship my collection to Grass Valley, Humphrey.”

Humphrey barked.

“Well I’m glad you agree.”

Most of the shakers were on shelves in Henry’s old room. Henry helped install the shelving and even painted the room a sweet robin’s egg blue. Harriet loved the way the color looked with all her multicolor shakers. It was like walking into a rainbow every day.

She pulled the shakers off the shelf one by one and wrapped them in newspaper. Martha, an absolutely rabid recycler, had given Harriet stacks of newspapers that Martha had been saving ever since Harriet informed her about the big move.

“Look, Humphrey, this is the set Maggie and Joe sent me from Guatemala. Imagine that, all the way from there.” She wrapped the boy-and-girl-shaped shakers and lovingly set them in a box. Next she wrapped a set shaped like apples. Pepper had a blue bow and salt had a pink bow, but they both were wide-eyed and happy. “These came from Washington State. I think Jolene Farber brought them back from her visit with her mother.”

Harriet couldn’t help but entertain the flood of memories and feelings that surfaced with each set of shakers. But it was the set from Ocean City, New Jersey, in the shape of saltwater taffy that brought the deepest reaction.

“I bought these. We went to the shore every summer — the first week of August. For twenty-eight years, well except the year Henry was born. I was so pregnant that August I could hardly move.”

Humphrey rolled onto his back. His tongue lolled out. “No belly rub now, boy. I have to get these packed.”

Harriet held the saltwater-taffy shakers. A tear welled in her eye. “Now what’s going on here? I have no reason to cry.” She sniffed.

“What is wrong with me, Humphrey?”

She glanced around the small room. For a moment she felt a bit … flustered. “Look at all these shakers. They’re from all over the world — most of them were given to me as gifts or I traded for them at conventions. But these taffy shakers are the only ones I actually got on a trip of my own.”

Humphrey scrambled to his feet after a brief struggle to upright himself. He barked. Twice.

“I just realized something. Max and I never went anywhere — except the Jersey Shore. Just about the whole world is represented in this room, and I’ve seen none of it — not really. Max never liked to travel. He was such a homebody.”

And that was when a lightbulb bright enough to light up Tokyo came on in Harriet’s mind.

She dropped the taffy shakers into the box and raced down the steps, nearly tripping over her own feet on the way. Humphrey followed quickly behind.

Harriet grabbed the kitchen phone and tapped Martha’s speed-dial number. One.

“Hey, Harriet, what’s up? How goes the packing? Need help?”

“Martha. You need to come over here right this blessed minute.” Harriet was so excited that her heart pounded like a trip hammer.

“Why? What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”

“Just come over. Please.”

“Okay. Hold on to your shakers. I’ll be over in a flash. Just have to slip my shoes on.”

Harriet clicked the phone off. “Humphrey,” she said, “I have a scathingly brilliant idea.”





Chapter 3

HARRIET PULLED OPEN THE FRONT DOOR. MARTHA STOOD there in bright pink crop pants, a blue denim jacket, a purple tie-dyed shirt, dangling earrings, and green hands. “What’s so important? I was in the middle of painting —”

“Come in. Come in, I’ve got something to tell you.”

“You changed your mind,” Martha said as she walked into the living room.

“Nope. Not that. I’m going.”

“Oh, yeah, I can tell by the boxes. I wish you’d let me help.”

“Maybe later. But now hold on to your hat. I’ve made a decision. I’m going to take the bus.”

Martha burst out laughing. “The bus? You mean like Greyhound?”

Humphrey howled.

Harriet sat in her wingback chair. “No, maybe, I don’t know. It’s possible. Any bus, maybe a lot of buses or trains.”

“Okay, now you’re just being obtuse. Tell me what’s going on.”

“I’ve decided to take the scenic route. Whatever that entails, local buses, trains, a hot-air balloon if I have too. Whatever. But I’m going to start on the local bus.”

Harriet could see that Martha was having a difficult time containing her hilarity. “You’re not serious. Harriet, you’re seventy-two years old. You have a little arthritis, high blood pressure, and let’s face it — not the keenest sense of direction.”

“Okay, so I get lost in the supermarket. This is different. Buses and such have schedules and —” Harriet leaned toward Martha — “I want to see the country before I die. I want to do something courageous and unexpected.”

“You’re a nut. You know that? What brought this on? I figured you and Humphrey would fly.”

“I was packing my collection, you know, to send on ahead to Henry, and that’s when it hit me. I have all these shakers from all over the world. Places I’ve never seen. Sent to me by friends and missionaries. It made me think that Max — God love him — never took me anywhere.”

“Jersey shore.”

“Doesn’t count. But if I take the slow way to Grass Valley I’m sure I’ll see some sights, starting with the Salt and Pepper Shaker Museum in Gatlinburg, Tennessee — oh, Martha, I’ve been wanting to see the museum for eons now.”

“Have you told the kids?”

Harriet looked away from Martha. “I think I’ll wait until I’m on the way. They’ll get all worried and frantic — especially Henry. And I don’t want them to talk me out of it.”

Martha clicked her tongue. “You’re a card, Harriet Beamer. A real card. But what about Humphrey. You can’t take him on the bus.”

“I know. I’ll have to send him on the plane. He’s going to hate it but what can I do?”

The day before Harriet’s scheduled departure, she brought Humphrey to the airport. It was a terrible thing to push him into a crate, but there was no other way to get a sixty-two-pound basset hound to California. She placed a brand-new rawhide bone and his favorite chew toy, a red rubber hydrant, into the cage. She also put a blue towel and note to Henry inside.

“Now don’t you worry,” Harriet said when she locked the crate door. “You’ll be fine. I’m sorry they wouldn’t let me buy you a regular seat, but airlines have their rules.”

Humphrey’s head drooped.

“I know you must be scared.” She reached two fingers into the metal crate and touched Humphrey’s ear. “I love you so much.” Harriet’s heart broke into several pieces.

The dog closed his eyes and opened them as though signaling that he understood.

Harriet sniffed back tears. “Now Henry and Prudence will get you at the airport in Sacramento. I’ll get there as soon as I can but … but.” She turned her head away.

Humphrey whimpered.

“Oh dear, maybe … maybe I shouldn’t do this.”

She wiped tears on her sleeve.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” said a worker, “but I need to take the dog.”

“Okay, but … but I can’t …”

“Ma’am?”

Harriet touched Humphrey’s snout. “I’ll see you soon. And please don’t worry about me.”

Humphrey yowled but only a little.

When she returned home that morning, Harriet phoned Henry to tell him when to expect Humphrey.

“Okay, Mom,” Henry said. “Flight 1411 at 6:30. We’ll be there. And Mom, it will be good to see you.”

“Oh, you won’t be seeing me,” Harriet said. “Not yet.”

“But why? We’ll just pick you up at baggage claim and then go to wherever the animals —”

“But I won’t be there, dear. I’m taking the bus.”

There was a long pause until Henry finally said, “The bus? But … why?”

“Because I want to see the country, dear.”

“But Mom, that’s ridiculous. You can’t travel all that distance alone.”

“I can too. I … just think that if I must come to California so you and Prudence can put me out to pasture —” she sniffed tears back. “Then fine, but I’m doing it my way. I’ll let you know when I get there.”

“But … but which bus? When? And we’re not putting you out to pasture.”

“Then what? I’m an old lady who can’t take care of herself anymore and … and has outlived her purpose, like an old plow horse.”

“Mother, I’m sorry you feel that way, but —”

“But I want to do this, Henry. Now, I’m not sure when I’ll get to Sleepy Valley —”

“Grass Valley,” Henry said.

“Whatever. Still sounds like a rest home. But I am going to take my time.”

“You’re being silly, mother.”

“I am not. Now I got to go. I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”

Harriet ended her call, and a swarm of butterflies invaded her stomach. “Oh dear, I know he’s upset, but … but I just have to do it my way.”

Later that evening Henry and Prudence arrived at the airport to get Humphrey. It was apparent to them that the plane ride had not been a pleasant one for Humphrey.

“Look at him,” Henry said. “I didn’t think it was possible for that hound to look any more put-out, but just look at him.”

Prudence looked at the dog. “He’s pitiful. Let’s get him home. I’m sure he’ll settle in quickly. I just hope Sandra Day will accept him.”

“Oh, your cat will get over it.” Henry unlatched the crate. Humphrey barely moved.

“That must be his leash.” Prudence pointed to the coiled canvas lead in the crate.

“Okay, just a second, old man,” Henry said. He reached inside and grabbed the hydrant and rawhide bone. He dropped them into a plastic Ziploc bag he pulled out of his pants pocket and handed it to Prudence. She held the Ziploc like she was holding plutonium. “Dog slobber. I hate dog slobber. And please leave the towel — Lord knows what he did on that.”

“You’d slobber too,” Henry said, “if you just traveled 2,500 miles in the cargo hold of a jet with no windows and —” he looked at the crate next to Humphrey’s —“a snooty-looking show dog.”

Humphrey perked up.

“Look at that,” Henry said. “I think he understands me. My mother said he had an uncanny ability to understand things.”

“He’s a dog, Henry.”

Humphrey didn’t respond.

Henry grabbed the leash, and when he did a piece of yellow paper floated to the floor.

“What’s that?” Prudence asked.

“I don’t know.” Henry picked up the sheet and unfolded it. “A note. From my mother.”

“Oh, geeze, leave it to your mother to hide a note in his cage.”

“ ‘Dearest Henry and Prudence,’ “ Henry read.


I know you will take good care of Humphrey. I will see you soon. Please be sure to scratch behind his ears. He likes sardines and glazed donuts, but make sure they’re fresh.

Love,

Mother

P.S. Please don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.



Henry repeated the P.S.: “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

He looked at Prudence. “I am going to worry about her. I still can’t figure out what made her want to take the bus.”

“I know. I know,” Prudence said. “I just wish she had told you which bus. And when. All we can do is assume she’s taking Greyhound.”

Humphrey yowled.

Henry clicked the leash onto Humphrey’s collar. “Maybe she got nervous about flying. She’s never flown that I know of.”

“Really? How is that possible?”

“She and my dad never traveled much — just to the Jersey shore every summer, and that’s only an hour and a half car ride.”

Humphrey walked next to Henry.

When they made their way out of the terminal Prudence spotted a grassy area near the parking lot. “Maybe you should let him … relieve himself. Over there.” She pointed.

“Yeah, his bladder must be as big as a football by now.”

Humphrey lifted his leg near a light pole but was forced to stop midstream when a security guard approached. Humphrey never liked uniforms. He let go a very loud bark.

“Hey, you can’t let your dog do that here. Get him out of the airport first.”

“It’s just —”

The guard interrupted Prudence. “I don’t care if it’s Chardonnay, you can’t let your dog pee on airport grounds.”

“Fine,” she said. “Come on, Henry.”

They walked a little farther before Henry signaled his car. The red SUV beeped and the lights flashed a second or two.

“I love remote entry,” Henry said. “Makes it easier to find your car in a crowded parking lot.”

“You say that every time,” Prudence said.

“It’s true. The wonders of technology. My dad would have loved this. He was forever forgetting where he parked his car.” Henry opened the lift gate.

“Come on, boy, hop in.”

Humphrey tried. He made three or four concerted efforts to jump into the vehicle, but his short legs belied his good efforts. He gave Henry a look.

“Pick him up, Henry,” Prudence said. “My goodness, his legs are the size of link sausages.”

Henry reached under the dog and gently lifted him into the car. Humphrey gave him an appreciative lick on the cheek, which Henry promptly wiped.

“Ewww,” Prudence said, “dog kisses.”

Humphrey stretched out in the back on an old blanket and whimpered.

“Well, what should we do, Henry?” Prudence asked once they were out of the airport and onto the highway. She cracked a window and let the early spring air into the car.

“About what?”

“Your mother. Should we check the bus schedules? I suspect she’ll be taking Greyhound. We could go online and see if a bus from Philadelphia is arriving today.”

“Oh, not today. It will take longer than a day to travel clear across the country.”

Prudence made one of her noises. “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “I didn’t even think about that. Who knows when she’ll be arriving?”

Henry reached over and squeezed Prudence’s shoulder. “Look, we’ll check the Greyhound website when we get home. If she left today after Humphrey’s flight, she’ll be arriving here in a couple of days I would imagine.”

“I hope so, Henry. You know how much I love your mother, but I’ve got the election coming up and this big case. I don’t need the distraction.”

Henry sighed. “Leave it to my mother to do something so harebrained as this.”

“Whoa,” Prudence said. “I didn’t say that. Harebrained? Okay, okay, the bus might not have been her smartest move, but I bet she thought long and hard about this. She sold her house and most of the furniture all by herself, not to mention shipping what needed shipping — including her entire salt-and-pepper-shaker collection.”

“How do you know that?”

“She called yesterday and said the FedEx driver just picked up the boxes.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.”

“And don’t forget she arranged for storage for everything else and got Humphrey on an airplane. Harriet Beamer is not a hare-brain. Just … unconventional.”

“All right, all right. You made your point.”

Prudence smiled and touched his cheek. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m just worried and … and stressed. Running for the council and —”

“I know,” Henry said, “but who has the best legal mind in this car or any of those cars out there?”

She kissed his cheek on the same spot Humphrey licked. “Dog germs.”

“Everything will work out. Mom will get here unscathed, Sandra Day will grow to love Humphrey, and you will be elected to the city council and then who knows — the Supreme Court. Unless of course you’d rather start thinking about having —”

“Oh, not the baby discussion. I’m … just not ready. My career is —”

“I know, honey. I know.”

Prudence stared out the window. The trees whizzed past at seventy miles an hour. “I hope Harriet knows what she’s doing.”

Humphrey whimpered and closed his eyes.





Chapter 4

HARRIET LOOKED AT THE CLOCK ON THE KITCHEN WALL — she was leaving it behind for the new owners. “Two o’clock. Humphrey must have landed by now.” She sighed. “I hope he’s okay.”

She finished wiping down the counters and made certain the refrigerator was clean and smelled fresh. As excited as she felt about her decision to take the scenic route and see the country, she also felt nervous, scared to death at times about traveling alone. But she wasn’t about to admit that to anyone, including Martha. God knew her anxieties and that was enough.

“Ah, fiddlesticks,” she said to the clock. “Maybe I should just get on an airplane. I mean what the heck. So I’ll never see the country — what’s so great about a salt-and-pepper-shaker museum anyway?”

She flopped onto the kitchen chair just as her cell phone chimed.

“Henry,” she said. “Did you get Humphrey? How is he? Is he terribly nervous?”

“Yes, Mom. He’s here. He’s fine. But I wish you had come with him.”

“I’ll be there soon. I —”

“Listen, Mom,” Henry said. “Just take the plane. Taking the bus is crazy. It’s nonsense.”

Harriet felt her eyebrows arch like a gothic cathedral. “Nonsense? Crazy? It’s not nonsense. And I am not crazy.” Harriet felt a twinge of courage resurface. “I … I want to see the country before I die.”

“But Mom, alone? Why not wait until next summer, and we’ll all take a trip.”

Harriet sucked a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No, I … I want to do it myself. Now. And I know you mean well, dear, but you and Prudence will never find the time, and I’m not getting any younger.”

“But mom, it’s ridiculous.”

“Sorry. But that’s my plan. Kiss Humphrey on the nose for me and buy him a glazed donut. He deserves it after such a long trip.” She could hardly believe it was her speaking.

“But, Mom, when —”

Harriet closed her phone. She had never hung up on Henry — or anyone — before. She didn’t like the way it felt, but she suddenly needed to take a stand.

She slapped the kitchen table. “I’m doing it. Starting tomorrow morning. Harriet Beamer is taking the bus, and no one can stop me.”

That evening Harriet packed her rolling suitcase. It was purple with silver zippers. She packed only a few articles of clothing — two dresses, two pairs of capris and coordinating tops, her toothbrush, deodorant, things of that nature. She knew she would have to pack light. “I can always buy anything else I might need on the road,” she said as though Humphrey was still right next to her. She even looked down once or twice expecting to see him. She already made sure she had a full month’s supply of her blood-pressure medication, and while she was at the CVS she even purchased a rain poncho in a plastic package. She packed all her other clothes in boxes that Martha said she would ship later. She cried once when she found one of Max’s shirts stuffed in the back of a drawer. It still smelled like him, well, just a smidgen.

Even after a long day of packing Harriet didn’t sleep well. She took an Excedrin PM. It didn’t help. Not much. She dozed and woke. Dozed and woke. The butterflies in her stomach had morphed into something that felt more like hopping toads. Her last night at home did not pass quickly, but it did pass. As the sun broke, Harriet’s mood rose along with it.

“Okay, Lord,” she said as she dressed. “If I’m doing this, you’re coming with me.” She smiled. “I know, like you’d ever let me go alone.”

Harriet moved her suitcase and tote to the entryway and took one final look at her now nearly empty house. She sniffed back tears and sighed deeply. “Good-bye, house. Good-bye Max. We had a great run.”

After locking the front door for the last time, Harriet met up with Martha. She handed her the key. “Thanks for coming to the bus stop with me.”

“You sure you have everything you need?” Martha asked.

“I have my tote bag filled as full as I can with stuff that I might need to get to easily — you know, my cell phone, a book, my wallet, tissues, pictures of Humphrey and Max, stuff like that. And I packed everything else in this suitcase.”

“Okay, but promise to call me and send me some postcards.”

Harriet hugged Martha. “I will. And you can call me, you know.”

“I will.”

The bus to West Chester pulled up right on time, 7:10 a.m. Harriet froze the instant the door opened.

“Go on,” Martha said.

“I … I can’t. Oh my goodness. Am I really doing this?”

“Yes.” Martha gave Harriet a slight nudge. “You’re really doing this.”

“Are you coming, lady?” said the driver. “I got a schedule to keep.”

Harriet couldn’t move. Her nerves tingled all over. “I … I don’t —”

“You’re going,” Martha said, and she gave Harriet another nudge.

Harriet stepped into the bus. She had her tote over her shoulder and used both hands to lug her suitcase up the three small steps. She cringed at each bump.

“Cash or card?” the driver said.

Harriet put two one-dollar bills into the bill acceptor and headed down the aisle. She dropped into the first seat she saw — a window seat. The bus pulled away. Harriet waved to Martha as a big tear slid down her cheek.

At the next stop a large bald man with scary tattoos on both arms and his neck sat next to her.

She smiled at him, hoping he wouldn’t eat her.

“Hello,” Harriet said.

The man only grunted.

“I’m going to California, well, eventually. First I’m going to Gatlinburg, Tennessee. How about you?” Harriet sniffled. She knew she had to be brave and thought small talk would help hide her anxiety.

The bus driver pulled against the curb. The large tattooed man got up. “Don’t think this bus will get you that far,” he said. And then laughed.

“Well, no not this bus but a lot of buses.”

Then a woman wearing a pink hat and tight white pants sat next to her.

“Hello,” Harriet said. “Do you know how far this bus goes?”

“Just to the university. West Chester University, I think.” The woman’s breath smacked of cheddar cheese.

“Oh, the university. I’ve never seen the university, as long as I’ve lived here I’ve never seen it. Oh, I’ve driven close by it but never actually saw it.”

“That’s nice,” the woman said. She had turned her attention to the other side of the bus. That was when the thought struck. There must be millions of buses in the country. But I wonder if it’s even possible to make so many connections.

She tapped the woman in the pink hat. “Excuse me, but do you think it’s possible to take public transportation all the way to California?”

The woman laughed. “Are you serious?”

“I am,” Harriet said. “As serious as a root canal.”

Pink Hat Lady winced. “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I sort of doubt it. I know SEPTA doesn’t go that far. You’d have to take a lot of buses.”

Harriet smiled. “That’s what is so exciting. I’m going to see the country.”

Two stops later, Pink Hat Lady got off, and a woman in a striped skirt, holding the hand of a small child, got on. She and the little boy sat next to Harriet. From the looks of the woman’s tired eyes and the boy’s mussed hair, Harriet figured they were having a bad day and didn’t say a word, although the little boy smiled and made Harriet remember Henry at that age — they had similar haircuts. Harriet and Striped Skirt Lady rode together to the university stop.

“This must be it,” Harriet said. “The end of the line for this bus, anyway.”

Striped Skirt Woman ignored Harriet and hauled her little boy off the bus in a huff.

“Excuse me,” Harriet said to the driver.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“I was wondering. How can I take the bus to Tennessee?”

The driver laughed. “Are you nuts, lady? You can’t take public transportation to Tennessee. You need to go Greyhound or an airplane or even Amtrak.”

Harriet shook her head. “Or all three, I suppose.”

Just as she stepped off the bus her phone jingled.

“Hello?”

It was Henry.

“Mom, are you okay? You haven’t answered your phone.”

“I know, I’m sorry. I wanted to get a head start before I called you.”

“Where are you?”

“At West Chester University.”

Henry was silent a moment. But Harriet did hear Humphrey’s distinctive woof in the background.

“Oh, Henry, please tell Humphrey I miss him and give him a good ear scratch for me and maybe a donut. Glazed. Never jelly.”

“I don’t understand, Mom.”

“It’s simple, dear. Just reach down and scratch behind his ears and give him a kiss on the nose. Then go buy him a glazed donut.”

“No, Mother, that’s not what I mean. Why are you at West Chester?”

“I wanted to see it, the university. Like I told you. I want to see things, Henry. It’s a big, beautiful country. And I’ve seen none of it.”

“The Jersey shore.”

“Oh, big deal. I want to see more. I have money, a cell phone, and God. I’m going to do this.” The words left Harriet’s mouth even though her knees felt a little wobbly.

After a quick walking tour of the campus, which she found both exhilarating and daunting, Harriet found a restaurant called Penn’s Table on Gay Street. It was small and comfy and not very crowded. She ordered a cup of coffee, a grilled cheese sandwich with tomato, and a vanilla milk shake.

The waitress was young, maybe nineteen or twenty years old, and wore a green polo shirt with the name Penn’s Table embroidered in white above the breast pocket. Tall and skinny with long brown hair pulled into a ponytail, the girl introduced herself as Lacy. She wore the tightest-fitting jeans Harriet had ever seen, although she couldn’t say they were lewd or obscene, just tight and made Lacy’s legs look thin as chopsticks. The jeans might as well have been painted on.

Lacy refilled Harriet’s coffee cup just as Harriet swallowed the last bite of her sandwich. The day’s activities made her develop the appetite of a lumberjack.

“Thank you,” Harriet said. “May I ask you a question?”

“Sure,” Lacy said. She smiled.

“Do you think I can get to California on buses? And not Greyhound. I mean regular door-to-door type buses, unless of course I can’t, and then I suppose Greyhound or the train.”

Lacy stared at Harriet for a few long seconds, possibly trying to decide if Harriet had slipped a few gears.

“I’m not crazy, if that’s what you’re trying to figure out, young lady —”

“Oh, no, I’m —”

“It’s okay, dear. I would think the same thing in your shoes. Funny old woman comes in and orders grilled cheese and tomato with a vanilla milk shake and coffee and then asks if she can take the bus to California. Guess it does sound outlandish, but you see —”

Lacy looked at the clock.

“Oh, I’m sorry, dear, am I keeping you from your other patrons?”

“Oh, no,” Lacy said. “My shift ended ten minutes ago.”

“Then you better be going,” Harriet said. “I won’t be keeping you.”

Lacy sat down across from Harriet in the booth. “Are you really talking about taking public transportation all the way to California?”

“I am,” Harriet said. She noticed how Lacy’s bright blue eyes lit up. “Gonna do it too. Somehow. Oh, I’m sure I’ll need to take a train and maybe even a Greyhound. But first, well, it’s going to sound silly, but I want to go to Gatlinburg, Tennessee, because that is where the only salt-and-pepper-shaker museum in the world is.”

Lacy laughed. “There really is a museum for salt and pepper shakers?”

“Sure is. It’s my hobby. Collecting them. I have hundreds — they’re already in Grass Valley. I sent them ahead. Well, they should be getting there soon.”

“Imagine that,” Lacy said.

“So do you think I can do it? Get clear across the country on buses?”

“I imagine anything’s possible. Especially if you got a GPS.”

“GPS?” Harriet said. “Of course. My son and daughter-in-law use one of those. Do you know where I can get one? It’s not that I don’t like to keep current. I just never saw the need, and if there’s no need, why bother?”

“I can understand that,” Lacy said. “RadioShack or Best Buy might be the best place, but you might already have one in your phone.”

“Really?” Harriet pulled her phone from her tote. “In this little thing?”

Lacy shook her head. “Not so sure about that model. Let me see it.” Lacy opened Harriet’s phone and pushed some buttons. “Nah, you don’t have it, but you could get it. Or just buy a Droid, depending on your carrier.”

“A what, dear? Droid?”

“Sure, it’s the name of a phone. Then you’d have a GPS right in your phone. Should do the trick. Who’s your carrier?”

“Verizon. That’s my …” Harriet’s brow rose. She pushed her glasses into her face … “carrier.”

Lacy smiled. “Okay, there’s a Verizon store down the street actually. I’ll take you there. Sounds like fun.”

“You mean it? Can you help me buy a Droid?”

“I can try, I mean I never bought one before. But … why? You running away from home or something?”

Harriet laughed. “Let’s just say I’m taking the scenic route home.”

Harriet and Lacy walked down High Street until they came to the Verizon store.

Close to an hour later Harriet emerged the proud owner of a spanking new Droid with touch screen technology and a GPS.

Harriet discovered a never-before-tapped interest in gadgets and devices. “I think this phone will do everything but cook my lunch,” Harriet told Lacy.

“No, but it will tell you where you can buy lunch. Just keep it charged.”

“Now did I hear that fella correctly?” Harriet said. “All I have to do is start walking and this little phone will adjust the directions and get me to Grass Valley.”

“That’s right,” Lacy said. “The satellite will always know where you are.”

Harriet looked into the darkening sky. “Wow. From way up there?”

“Yep,” Lacy said.

As Harriet and Lacy strolled down the street, a stationery store caught Harriet’s eye. “Oh, look there. Maybe I should stop inside. I would like to purchase a notebook — you know, to record my … my thoughts along the way.”

Lacy stopped walking. “That’s a great idea, Harriet. You should get a Moleskine.”

“A what? A Moleskine.”

“Oh, yes, they’re just the best notebooks. And they’re kind of famous.”

“How can a notebook be famous?”

“The story goes that Hemingway and Van Gogh and Picasso and, well, just droves of famous artists used them. They would never use an ordinary notebook.”

Lacy pulled open the door to the stationery shop. “Come on. This is where I buy mine.”

“Moleskine? Are they made from real mole skin?”

“No. And some folks call them Mole-skeen.”

“Still don’t know what moles have to do with it, but I’ll take a look.”

Harriet fell instantly in love with the notebooks. She especially appreciated the feel of the paper, so smooth.

“And gel pens,” Lacy said. “You need to write with gel pens on these.”

“Okeydokey,” Harriet said, now completely enthralled with the notion of using a notebook that Hemingway used. “Who knows, maybe my story will become famous.”

Harriet paid for a package of three Moleskines and two gel pens — black — and a package of three of the famous notebooks for Lacy.

“You don’t have to do that,” Lacy said.

“Of course I do. You helped me so much.”

The new friends left the store. Harriet reached into her tote bag, found her wallet, and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. She gave it to Lacy.

Lacy shook her head. “Oh, that’s okay. I think what you’re doing rocks. Glad to help.”

“Take it,” Harriet said. “I’m sure you can use it, and truthfully, honey, I didn’t leave you a big enough tip.”

Lacy pocketed the cash. “So where to?”

“The next stop,” Harriet said, “Gatlinburg, Tennessee. The home of the only salt-and-pepper-shaker museum in the world.”
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