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Chapter	1

Preface
Day	one,	page	one.	I	feel	like	a	conductor,	my	baton	raised	before	the	first	beat,	before

a	single	sound.	I	 love	the	power	of	the	written	word.	First	I	will	 tell	you	about	Miranda
and	her	home	on	Martha’s	Vineyard,	before	I	jump	into	this	story,	before	I	tell	you	about
the	affair	 that	consumed	her	 life.	So	many	books	 take	historical	events	as	a	 focal	point,
and	fiction	can	often	give	you	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	events.	Many	books	are	about
outliers,	 anomalies,	 crimes,	 and	 all	 kinds	 of	 dysfunction.	 They	 are	 about	 people
scrambling	to	escape	the	inevitable,	life	understood	through	the	prism	of	the	impossible.
They	 illuminate	 what	 the	 human	 spirit	 can	 endure.	 They	 rarely	 give	 insight	 into	 the
ordinary	life,	to	look	at	deeper	human	emotions	when	the	tragedy	and	loss	are	internal.

I	wrote	this	book	because	ordinary	lives	are	seldom	the	subject	of	such	scrutiny.	I	hope
that	by	telling	about	Miranda’s	life,	other	women	will	see	themselves	and	feel	understood.
As	for	the	occasional	man	who	may	foray	here,	he	may	gain	some	insight	into	the	women
in	his	life.



	

	

Chapter	1

Voyage
My	name	is	Miranda.	 I	 love	books,	my	children	and	my	husband,	not	necessarily	 in

that	order.	I	work	in	a	bookstore.	I	always	wanted	to	write	a	novel	but	instead	I	am	going
to	tell	you	a	story	that	actually	happened	to	me.	I	think	it	reads	like	a	novel.	I	suppose	I
should	 start	 by	 telling	 you	 a	 little	 about	myself.	 I	 am	 average.	Average	 height,	 average
weight,	 average	 everything.	 Why	 stores	 are	 always	 out	 of	 my	 shoe	 size.	 Everything
average	until	I	met	Clay.	I	have	light	brown	hair	 that	was	blond	when	I	was	young.	My
eyes	are	hazel	and	change	color	depending	on	the	weather	or	what	I	am	wearing,	but	not
because	of	my	mood,	I	do	not	think.	My	father	died	when	I	was	three	years	old	and	I	lost
my	mother	last	year.	I	like	to	laugh,	especially	at	myself.	The	other	day	I	put	both	my	legs
into	the	same	leg	of	my	pants	and	I	fell	down.	I	could	not	get	up	because	I	was	laughing	so
hard.	I	live	in	Martha’s	Vineyard,	an	island	six	miles	south	of	Cape	Cod	and	not	connected
by	a	bridge.

We	moved	to	Martha’s	Vineyard	in	1975,	the	year	that	Gabe	was	born,	but	my	family
goes	way	back.	My	mother	was	born	here	and	even	though	I	grew	up	in	Northport,	Long
Island,	we	vacationed	here	every	 summer.	There	are	 five	 towns	on	 the	 Island,	Vineyard
Haven,	Oak	Bluffs	and	Edgartown,	and	then	up	Island	there	is	West	Tisbury,	Chilmark	and
Gay	Head.	If	you	were	dropped	into	each	town	blindfolded	you	would	know	where	you
were	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 blindfold	was	 off.	Vineyard	Haven	where	we	 live	 is	 the	 real	New
England	 town,	 Oaks	 Bluffs	 is	 a	 study	 in	 contrasts,	 the	 bars	 and	 the	 Campground,	 and
Edgartown	has	 the	whaling	 captains’	 houses,	 the	more	 expensive	 shops	 and	 restaurants,
the	harbor,	 the	incredible	gardens	and	Chappaquiddick.	Going	up	Island	there	are	farms,
and	expensive	homes	down	long	dirt	roads,	and	the	ocean	all	along	South	Road,	and	Gay
Head	with	those	red	cliffs,	but	no	one	is	allowed	to	take	mud	baths	anymore.	In	this	one
rather	small	geographical	space,	only	twenty	miles	long,	there	are	several	totally	discrete
islands,	and	they	rarely	interact.

There	are	the	year-rounders,	the	ones	who	provide	all	the	services	on	the	Island.	There
are	the	old	farm	families	and	the	fishermen	with	roots	to	the	Cape	Verde	Islands,	and	of
course	the	Wampanoags	in	Gay	Head,	or	Aquinnah	as	they	call	it.	In	the	1600’s	when	the
Vineyard	 was	 settled	 there	 were	 over	 3000	 of	 them.	 Then	 there	 are	 the	 second
homeowners,	from	the	literary	elite,	the	power-brokers,	the	famous	and	the	near-famous,
to	 the	 Campgrounders	 at	 the	 Tabernacle.	 There	 are	 also	 the	 short	 term	 vacationers	 –
wholesome	 families	 from	 everywhere	 and	 also	 the	 beer	 drinking	 tattooed	 families	 from
other	parts	of	Massachusetts.	There	is	very	little	 interaction	between	the	towns,	between
these	groups,	and	even	the	beaches	are	divided	up.

The	 old	money	 on	 the	 Island	 is	 the	most	 separated,	 hidden	 behind	 big	 hedges	 and
down	dirt	 roads.	They	bother	no	one	and,	 as	a	matter	of	 fact,	 they	contribute	enormous
sums	of	money	to	every	Island	cause,	land	conservation,	the	hospital,	and	services	for	the



Islanders.	They	are	the	backbone	of	every	charitable	endeavor.	But	in	recent	years	a	new
kind	of	money	has	come	to	the	Island,	the	self-centered	announcing	itself	kind.	Now	we
see	Mercedes	and	Jaguars	mixed	in	with	the	Land	Rovers.	These	cars	never	wait	at	five
corners.	They	and	their	occupants	barrel	through.	All	of	us	who	love	the	Island	hope	this
is	a	passing	fad,	 that	 the	jetsetters	will	settle	 like	locusts	on	another	resort	area	in	a	few
years	and	we	hope	the	place	we	love	is	not	left	leafless.	The	Island	has	a	strength	and	life
that	goes	beyond	 the	 immediate.	 It	 is	 Ice	Age	old	and	vibrates	with	 the	ancient	Native-
American	chants.	You	feel	that	you	are	walking	on	sacred	ground.	The	Island’s	powerful
energy	sets	 the	rhythm	and	engulfs	dissonance.	Lives	lived	here	are	not	 idyllic,	but	 they
are	real.	We	are	so	closely	connected	to	the	land	that	we	literally	have	the	ground	beneath
our	feet.	And	the	sea,	the	sea	is	everywhere.	You	never	lose	contact	with	it.	Its	parameters
shape	your	life,	giving	it	form	and	substance.	We	have	a	safe	warm	womb	in	a	protective
sea.	It	is	no	wonder	that	when	old-timers	leave	the	Island,	they	say	they	are	going	to	the
U.S.	We	are	not	the	fifty-first	state.	We	are	a	state	of	mind.

How	else	should	I	describe	myself?	Well	 there	were	many	times	growing	up	when	I
missed	having	a	father,	half	our	family	picture	 torn	away.	Some	dads	dropped	their	kids
off	at	school	and	picked	them	up	from	sleepovers.	When	there	were	school	events,	it	was
only	my	mother	who	attended.	Probably	for	me	the	longing	for	my	father	and	the	fantasy
of	 the	 relationship	was	 idealized	beyond	any	 reality.	Not	a	 father	who	came	home	from
work	 dog-tired	 and	 snapped	 at	 their	mother	 and	 them.	 No,	 the	 father	 who	 kissed	 their
mother	 and	would	 have	 taken	 that	wrinkle	 out	 of	 her	 brow,	 and	 brought	 flowers	which
would	have	stopped	her	sighing.	Oh,	you	can	really	miss	something	that	you	have	never
had,	something	you	feel	entitled	to.	The	loss	is	part	of	you	and	you	feel	less	of	a	person
because	 of	 it.	 Other	 relatives	 and	 friends’	 fathers	 try	 to	 fill	 the	 void,	 but	 you	 are	 a
fatherless	child	and	you	worry	about	your	mother	even	more	because	it	is	only	the	two	of
you.

In	Northport	 there	were	other	kids	who	 lived	only	with	 their	mothers.	Most	of	 them
were	divorced.	These	kids	were	often	disappointed	that	their	fathers	did	not	take	them	for
the	weekend	 like	 they	were	 supposed	 to,	 or	 their	mothers	were	 always	 complaining	 to
them	that	 their	 fathers	did	not	give	 them	enough	money.	The	kids	who	were	most	upset
though	 were	 the	 ones	 whose	 fathers	 had	 new	 families.	 Despite	 being	 told	 by	 the
counselors,	which	most	of	them	had	seen,	that	they	were	not	the	ones	being	rejected	that	is
exactly	how	they	felt.	Their	fathers	chose	to	live	with	these	other	kids	and	many	of	them
were	step	kids,	and	not	spend	 time	with	 them.	These	kids	were	usually	angry	with	 their
mothers	too,	whom	they	blamed	as	much	as	their	fathers.	My	situation	was	much	better.	I
knew	 that	my	 father	did	not	 leave	me	by	choice.	 It	was	actually	a	blessing	 that	 I	 could
hardly	remember	him.	I	also	got	 to	see	my	Uncle	James	every	summer	on	 the	Vineyard
and	he	always	told	me	he	was	going	to	walk	me	down	the	aisle	at	my	wedding.

Yet	 when	 I	 was	 eleven	 years	 old	 something	 happened	 that	 devastated	 me.	 It	 was
November	 and	 I	 was	 in	 sixth	 grade.	 I	 remember	 the	 day	 so	 clearly.	 Mrs.	 Donovan
announced	 to	 the	 class	 that	 President	Kennedy	 had	 been	 shot.	Most	 of	 the	 kids	 started
crying.	I	just	felt	shocked.	It	was	the	end	of	the	day	on	a	Friday.	Many	parents	come	up	to
the	 school,	 including	 my	 mother.	 I	 remember	 just	 sitting	 in	 front	 of	 the	 television	 all
weekend.	I	saw	Jack	Ruby	shoot	Lee	Harvey	Oswald.	None	of	it	seemed	real.	I	watched
the	 solemn	 funeral	 procession,	 and	 seeing	 Caroline,	 who	was	 a	 little	 older	 than	 I	 was,



when	my	father	died,	made	me	burst	into	tears	that	did	not	stop.

I	know	that	everyone	in	the	country,	including	my	mother,	was	devastated	but	for	me	it
was	something	more	personal.	As	if	losing	the	father	of	our	country,	was	like	losing	my
father	all	over	again.	I	did	not	know	I	had	such	a	deep	well	of	sadness	in	me.	How	could
something	like	this	happen?	President	Kennedy	was	a	young	healthy	man	and	I	pictured
my	 father	 also	 having	 his	 life	 snatched	 away	 from	him.	 I	 felt	 such	 a	 connection	 to	 the
Kennedy	 children,	 especially	 Caroline	 and	 wondered	 in	 a	 childlike	 way,	 if	 one	 of	 her
uncles	would	walk	her	down	the	aisle.	As	the	years	went	by	somehow	my	father’s	death
and	President	Kennedy’s	got	twisted	up	in	my	memory	and	feelings.

I	liked	to	hear	stories	about	my	parents’	early	relationship.	My	mother	told	me	that	she
met	my	 father,	Gabriel	Michaels,	 through	her	brother.	 James	mentioned	at	dinner	 that	 a
nice	young	guy	just	moved	to	the	Island	from	New	York	City.	He	was	working	with	them
on	 the	 new	 school.	He	 did	 not	 really	 know	anyone	 on	 the	 Island,	 and	 got	 there	 from	a
notice	 in	 the	 paper.	 He	was	 renting	 a	 room	 from	Mrs.	Daggett,	 and	 James	 asked	 if	 he
could	invite	him	to	dinner.

“Miranda,	 I	 really	 did	 not	 think	 of	 it	 until	 the	 following	 Friday	 when	 your	 father
walked	 in	 the	 door.	 There	 was	 just	 something	 about	 him	 that	 made	 you	 take	 notice,	 a
twinkle	 in	 his	 eye,	 a	 quickness	 in	 his	 step,	 and	 his	 crooked	 half	 smile.	 He	 made	 his
greetings,	thanking	my	mother	for	inviting	him	and	then	turned	to	James	and	said,	“Why
didn’t	you	tell	me	you	had	such	a	beautiful	sister?”

“I	couldn’t	imagine	that	he	would	have	the	slightest	interest	in	me.	He	was	from	New
York	and	must	have	had	dozens	of	girls	more	exciting	than	I	was.	Yet	 the	next	week	he
called	to	ask	me	to	go	to	the	movies	and	that	was	how	it	all	started.”

My	mother	 also	 told	me	 about	my	 father’s	 family,	 since	 both	my	 grandparents	 had
died	before	I	was	born.	I	knew	a	lot	more	about	my	mother’s	side	of	the	family,	the	Wests
old	 New	 England	 Yankees	 and	 the	 Noonans,	 my	 grandfather’s	 Irish	 clan.	 My	 father’s
parents,	Clara	Haussmann	and	Carl	Michaels,	were	both	from	Germany	but	they	had	met
and	married	in	New	York.	My	father	grew	up	on	87th	Street	on	the	east	side	of	Manhattan.
My	mother	would	 then	continue	with	a	far-away	look	 in	her	eyes.	She	 loved	 to	go	over
this	story	and	told	it	to	me	many	times.

“We	had	a	whirlwind	courtship	and	one	day	your	father	said	to	me	that	when	he	was
with	me,	he	was	hearing	wedding	bells.	With	the	war	in	Europe,	there	was	so	much	talk
about	 the	United	States	getting	 involved.	Your	 father	was	worried	about	getting	drafted.
We	decided	to	move	up	the	wedding	to	September.	Remember	we	had	just	met	in	April.	It
was	a	small	wedding	with	your	father’s	family	coming	up	on	the	steamer.	The	ceremony
was	 in	our	 little	 church,	 and	 then	we	had	a	nice	 luncheon	at	my	house.	Grandma	Alice
made	such	a	beautiful	wedding	cake.	It	had	three	tiers	with	a	little	bride	and	groom	on	top.
I	still	have	them,	you	know.”

I	liked	to	hear	about	Grandma	Alice,	and	all	the	Wests,	my	mother’s	relatives	on	the
Vineyard.	Grandma	Alice	had	died	when	I	was	only	five	years	old.

My	mother	 continued,	 “We	were	 just	 so	 happy.	 Then	 it	was	December	 7th	 and	 two
weeks	later	your	father	was	drafted.	So	the	first	four	years	of	our	marriage	we	were	apart.



I	wrote	 to	 your	 father	 every	 day	 and	 he	wrote	 as	 often	 as	 he	 could.”	Now	my	mother
would	get	a	troubled	look.

“It	was	 such	a	difficult	 time.	 I	 lived	 in	dread	of	getting	a	 telegram.	That’s	how	you
would	know	if	something	happened.	I	didn’t	even	know	where	your	father	was	so	much	of
that	time.	Finally	the	war	ended	and	your	father	was	coming	home.	Everyone	was	going
crazy.	You	can’t	imagine	the	celebrating.	There	was	a	big	parade	and	we	all	came	out	to
meet	the	ferry	when	your	father	and	the	other	soldiers	returned.	It	was	like	the	world	was
painted	back	into	color,”	she	smiled.

“In	 the	years	 to	come,	your	father	did	not	 talk	much	about	 the	war	or	 the	friends	he
lost.	When	he	came	home,	he	went	right	back	to	work	with	Uncle	James	who	by	now	had
his	own	construction	company.	But	your	 father	was	changed.	He	 said	he	didn’t	want	 to
work	outdoors	anymore.	His	cousin	John	had	moved	to	Huntington,	Long	Island	and	had
opened	an	appliance	store.	He	wanted	your	 father	 to	come	 in	as	a	partner	so	 they	could
expand	to	carry	tires	and	sporting	goods.”

My	mother	would	look	to	see	if	I	was	still	interested	in	the	story.	And	although	I	had
heard	 the	 story	 so	many	 times,	 I	 loved	 listening	 to	 it	 again.	 For	 both	 of	 us,	 it	 kept	my
father	alive	and	spun	us	into	a	family,	and	not	just	the	two	of	us.

My	mother	would	go	on,	“We	went	to	visit	Cousin	John	in	Huntington.	It	was	a	real
nice	 town	 with	 a	 lot	 of	 building	 going	 on.	 We	 thought	 it	 would	 be	 a	 really	 good
opportunity	and	we	planned	our	move.	Well	that’s	how	we	ended	up	in	this	little	house	in
Northport,	since	 it	was	 just	a	 few	miles	east	of	Huntington.	We	looked	at	a	 few	houses,
although	 not	 so	 many	 were	 available	 with	 all	 these	 soldiers	 coming	 back	 and	 getting
married.	 I	 fell	 in	 love	with	Northport,	maybe	 because	 it	 reminded	me	 of	 the	Vineyard,
with	its	boats	in	the	harbor.	And	I	fell	in	love	with	this	house.	It	was	just	the	right	size	and
we	could	 swing	 it	with	 the	G.I.	mortgage.	 I	 loved	 the	picket	 fence,	 the	garden,	 and	 the
glimpse	of	the	water	through	the	trees.”

“Everything	was	swell	except	for	one	thing,”	and	her	mother’s	voice	would	drop	to	a
whisper.	 “I	 didn’t	 get	 pregnant.	We	 had	 that	 extra	 bedroom	 in	 the	 house,	 but	 the	 baby
never	came.”

“My	doctor	 told	me	there	was	nothing	wrong	with	me,	but	month	after	month	I	was
disappointed.	I	began	to	give	up	hope	that	we	would	ever	have	a	child.	Your	father	never
expressed	 any	disappointment	 to	me	and,	 truth	be	 told,	 he	did	 everything	 to	bolster	my
spirits.”

“He	would	say,	‘You’re	everything	to	me.	I	don’t	need	one	extra	thing.”

“That	is	why	when	I	got	pregnant	and	then	had	you,	it	was	like	a	miracle.	I	had	given
up	hope.	We	had	been	married	 for	over	 ten	years	 and	 I	was	almost	 thirty	 two.	 In	 those
days	 that	was	 really	old	 for	a	 first	 time	mother.	 I	never	minded	 the	sleepless	nights	and
honestly	 those	 were	 the	 happiest	 years	 of	 my	 life.	 Until	 that	 day	 in	 November,”	 my
mother’s	voice	would	 trail	off.	“The	date	 is	branded	with	a	hot	 iron	on	my	heart.	When
Cousin	Jack	called	to	tell	me	that	they	took	your	father	to	the	hospital,	I	didn’t	know	what
had	happened.	Everything	was	a	blur.	I	don’t	even	know	how	I	got	to	the	hospital.”

Then	the	rest	of	the	story	always	gets	mixed	with	tears	and	sighs	and	a	voice	as	flat	as



a	cake	that	did	not	rise	when	you	took	it	out	of	the	oven.	This	was	the	hardest	part	for	me
to	hear.

“I	thought	how	could	this	happen?	Who	stole	our	life	away?	I	cried	and	cried	for	days.
I	cried	so	much	I	could	not	believe	 the	unending	supply	of	 tears.	No	one	could	comfort
me.	Every	word	was	like	a	knife	stabbing	into	my	heart.	I	did	not	want	to	face	anyone.	Yet
I	had	to	be	strong	for	you.	You	scarcely	knew	what	was	going	on,	but	you	patted	me	and
told	me	not	to	cry.	I	was	so	happy	to	have	you,	my	one	still	solid	link	to	your	father.	Yet
anything	you	did	that	reminded	me	of	him	was	like	pouring	acid	on	a	fresh	wound.	Then
the	thoughts	would	come	to	me	that	you	would	never	know	your	father.	And	that	the	loss
in	your	 life	was	devastating	 to	me	also.	 I	saw	the	family	photograph	ripped	 in	 two,	and
you	and	I	were	standing	by	the	jagged	edge.	You	would	not	have	a	father	to	run	to	when
he	came	home	from	work,	or	go	with	to	those	father-daughter	dances.	My	mind	did	not	let
me	go	to	your	wedding.	It	was	like	a	bitter	pill	that	I	had	to	swallow	over	and	over	again.
It	was	something	I	could	not	make	up	to	you.	I	felt	the	loss	would	always	be	a	part	of	us.	I
wanted	my	husband	and	your	father	back.”

“I	think	we	did	okay,	Mom.	You	did	okay,”	I	would	tell	her.	That	was	usually	the	end
of	the	story.	My	mother	never	told	me	more	of	the	details.	I	have	my	own	recollections	of
that	time,	but	they	are	mixed	with	strangely	happy	ones.	I	remember	Grandma	Alice,	who
came	right	down	to	stay	with	us,	giving	me	a	big	bowl	of	ice	cream,	and	all	the	neighbors
coming	over	and	making	a	big	fuss	over	me.	And	then	my	mother	who	did	not	look	like
my	mother	and	just	the	sight	of	her	would	make	me	cry.	That	is	all	I	really	remember	of
my	father’s	death.

My	mother	would	 finish	 her	 recollections	 by	 telling	me	more	 about	my	 father.	 “He
was	 just	 the	 life	 of	 the	party,	 that	man	 could	 really	 sing.”	And	 I	 think	 I	 remember	him
holding	 me	 on	 his	 lap	 and	 singing,	 “East	 Side,	 West	 Side,	 all	 around	 the	 town,”	 and
changing	the	words	to	“Boys	and	girls	together,	me	and	Miranda	O’	Rourke.”

“He	 also	 had	 a	 wicked	 sense	 of	 humor.	 Every	 day	 was	 like	 a	 lark	 to	 your	 father.
Sunday	was	his	only	day	off	and	sometimes	I	would	be	baking,	or	doing	some	mending	or
folding	clothes	and	he	would	say,	“It’s	a	beautiful	day,	put	that	down,	woman,	and	let’s	go
on	a	picnic.”

My	mother	would	then	be	lost	in	her	own	reverie	and	after	a	few	moments	of	silence,
she	always	ended	the	story	in	the	same	way.	“If	it	weren’t	for	you,	I	don’t	 think	I	could
have	survived,	 losing	your	 father	 like	 that.	You	 just	pulled	me	 through.	Just	having	you
made	me	want	to	live.”

What	 else	 can	 I	 tell	 you	 about	 myself?	 I	 had	 the	 regular	 childhood	 –	 friends,	 Girl
Scouts,	good	grades	in	school,	and	I	always	loved	to	read.	I	was	not	really	rebellious	as	a
teenager	but	I	wish	I	could	have	gone	to	Woodstock.	I	was	going	into	my	senior	year	of
high	school.	I	had	heard	of	this	folk	festival	in	upstate	New	York.	I	did	not	really	know	all
that	much	 about	 it,	 but	 I	 had	 talked	my	 friend	Kate	 into	 going	with	me.	We	 had	 it	 all
planned.	We	would	leave	early	Saturday	morning	and	drive	back	the	next	day.	It	was	over
a	hundred	miles,	so	we	figured	that	we	would	have	to	stay	over.	We	could	sleep	in	our	car.
She	would	tell	her	mother	that	she	was	sleeping	over	at	my	house	and	I	would	tell	mine
that	I	was	sleeping	over	at	hers.	Our	mothers	would	never	have	agreed	to	our	going.	“Too



dangerous	for	two	young	girls”	we	could	hear	them	say	as	we	laughed	about	it.	We	packed
an	overnight	duffle	bag	and	stopped	to	get	some	doughnuts,	and	then	I	do	not	remember
which	of	us	got	cold	feet	first.	I	think	we	were	both	afraid.	We	had	never	driven	that	far,
and	 when	 we	 got	 back	 in	 the	 car	 the	 news	 announcer	 said	 that	 the	 roads	 were	 totally
backed	up.	We	could	not	have	gotten	there	anyway.	Our	mothers	never	knew	what	we	had
planned.	We	were	 really	 disappointed	when	we	 heard	 the	musicians	who	were	 there.	 It
sounded	like	one	incredible	party.

The	 freedom	 to	 just	do	anything	 seemed	so	enticing	 to	me.	The	 summer	of	1969,	 it
was	 really	 an	 exciting	 time.	Neil	Armstrong	walked	on	 the	moon	 and	 I	wanted	 to	 be	 a
hippie.	I	let	my	hair	grow	long	and	there	were	days	I	did	not	wear	a	bra,	if	it	did	not	really
show.	I	decided	that	I	wanted	to	go	to	the	University	of	Vermont,	so	I	could	get	back	to
nature.	 However,	 I	 realized	 I	 had	 led	 a	 protected	 life	 when	 I	 got	 to	 the	 University	 of
Vermont.	There	were	real	hippies	there.	My	hippie	phase	had	not	lasted	through	my	senior
year	of	high	school.	I	was	too	intent	on	getting	good	grades,	working	on	the	yearbook	and
helping	plan	and	then	decorate	the	gym	for	the	senior	prom.	It	had	the	theme	“An	Evening
in	Paris.”

We	set	up	one	side	like	a	café	with	bistro	tables.	The	art	students	made	a	huge	Eiffel
Tower	for	the	other	wall	and	a	mural	of	the	Seine	and	the	Tuilleries.	I	spent	hours	making
tissue	paper	leaves	and	flowers	for	the	fake	trees	in	the	garden.	I	could	not	even	pretend	to
myself	that	I	was	an	existentialist,	after	reading	Sartre.	That	nothing	in	life	mattered,	when
all	these	things	mattered	so	much	to	me.	I	had	never	experimented	with	drugs,	and	neither
had	any	of	my	friends.	I	tried	beer	of	course,	but	I	did	not	really	like	the	taste.

I	met	Dan	in	the	bookstore.	He	saw	me	carrying	such	a	big	stack	of	books	that	I	could
barely	see	over	them	and	he	asked	if	he	could	help	me.	He	was	a	sophomore	so	he	showed
me	around	Burlington.	It	did	not	start	out	as	anything	romantic,	but	I	thought	he	was	cute.
He	was	 tall,	 broad	 shouldered,	 had	 blondish	 hair	 and	 brown	 eyes,	 and	was	 a	 farm	 boy
from	Vermont.	He	was	smart	in	a	practical	way,	and	was	quietly	good-natured.	He	stayed
calm	when	I	was	overly	excited.	I	just	felt	so	safe	with	him,	and	realized	I	was	falling	in
love	with	him.	Dan	must	have	been	more	attuned	to	me	than	I	knew	because	that	was	the
first	time	he	kissed	me,	really	kissed	me.

By	November	we	made	plans	to	spend	Thanksgiving	together,	and	Dan	came	home	to
Northport	with	me.	We	took	the	train	into	the	City	to	see	the	Thanksgiving	Day	parade.	At
dinner	 my	 mother	 was	 lively	 and	 happy,	 telling	 Dan	 stories	 about	 my	 childhood.	 On
Friday	Dan	got	to	meet	Kate	and	we	all	walked	into	town	to	have	lunch	at	the	Sweet	Shop.
We	left	early	on	Saturday	to	set	off	for	the	long	drive	to	Vermont.	On	the	return	trip	Dan
became	a	little	more	talkative.	He	began	telling	me	about	playing	football	in	high	school
with	a	coach	who	said,	“You’re	not	coming	out	unless	I	see	blood.”

“We	won	the	Vermont	State	Championship	in	my	senior	year.”

“Why	didn’t	you	play	in	college?”

“Wasn’t	good	enough.	I	got	cut	in	my	freshman	year.”

“Oh,	that’s	too	bad.”

“Nah,	just	as	well.	I	needed	more	time	to	study.	Hey	didn’t	I	meet	you	at	the	library?”



“No,	it	was	the	bookstore.”

We	stopped	off	to	visit	Dan’s	family	on	our	way	back	to	Burlington.	From	Manchester
you	 take	 Route	 30	 through	 Dorset	 to	 Pawlet	 and	 follow	 the	 Mettawee	 River.	 It	 is	 a
beautiful	 part	 of	 Vermont,	 not	 touristy,	 really	 unspoiled.	 Dan	 was	 proud	 to	 show	 me
around	 the	 farm.	They	 had	 over	 one	 hundred	 cows.	But	 his	 family	 did	 not	 romanticize
farming.

“It’s	a	hard	way	of	 life,	milking.	Well	now	we	have	machines,	but	 it	can	never	stop.
There	are	no	days	off,	and	vacations	are	few	and	far	between.	Then	in	the	spring	with	the
calving…”	his	father	explains	to	the	flatlander	–	me.

“We	really	miss	having	Dan	around	but	college	is	more	important.	Now	he’s	going	to
be	 some	 fancy	 architect,	 so	we’ll	 just	 have	 to	 figure	 out	what	we’ll	 do	with	 this	 place
when	the	time	comes.	Maybe	Bethie	here	will	want	to	run	it.”

Dan’s	little	sister	Beth	who	is	fourteen,	just	wrinkles	her	nose	as	a	way	of	saying,	“Oh,
no	I’m	going	to	get	out	of	here	too.”

“Anyway	it’s	a	hard	life,	like	I	was	saying.	I	don’t	know	if	I	would	want	my	kids	even
getting	 into	 it.”	 “Only	 time	 will	 tell,	 Dan’s	 mother	 says.	 “Let’s	 not	 worry	 about	 those
things	 right	 now.	 It’s	 just	 so	 nice	meeting	 you	Miranda.	Come	 on,	 it’s	 time	 for	 dinner,
chicken	and	biscuits	and	I	made	a	fresh	apple	pie.”

Dan’s	mother	 is	 the	best	cook	–	 that	 real	homemade	cooked	from	scratch	 food.	 It	 is
their	 own	 chickens,	 apples.	Everything	 on	 the	 table	 is	 raised	 or	 grown	by	 the	Martells.
After	dinner,	Mrs.	Martell	 takes	me	upstairs	 to	a	pretty	room	with	a	flowered	bedspread
and	sheer	white	curtains.

“This	was	my	kid	sister	Nancy’s	room.	She	lived	with	us	after	my	parents	died.	Now
it’s	 the	guest	 room.	After	 she	got	married,	 she	moved	 to	Chicago.”	She	said	 this	with	a
sigh,	as	if	Chicago	was	as	far	away	as	the	moon.

Now	I	feel	like	I	am	getting	side-tracked.	I	have	to	get	to	the	summer	when	I	met	Clay.
I’ll	 speed	 things	up.	Dan	and	I	got	married	 in	July,	 right	after	my	graduation.	When	we
were	first	married	we	lived	in	a	 little	apartment	complex	in	Portland	Connecticut.	There
were	 single	 story	buildings	with	 two	units	 to	 a	building.	We	had	one	bedroom,	a	 living
room	and	a	narrow	kitchen,	not	big	enough	to	eat	in.	We	were	very	happy	there.	I	got	a	job
in	 the	 library	 and	 Dan	 was	 doing	 his	 apprenticeship	 in	 a	 small	 architectural	 firm	 in
Middletown.	I	was	hoping	to	go	back	to	school,	 to	get	a	graduate	degree	in	English	and
then	maybe	teach	at	a	college.	I	did	not	plan	to	get	pregnant.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	we	said
we	wanted	to	wait	a	few	years,	but	sometimes	even	when	you	are	taking	precautions,	these
things	happen.

I	 have	 to	 admit	 though,	 that	 I	was	 thrilled	 from	 that	 first	month	when	 I	missed	my
period.	Dan	was	not	unhappy	and	on	some	level	seemed	proud	of	himself	and	of	us.	But
Mr.	Practical	began	thinking	of	how	we	could	manage	in	our	small	apartment.	His	salary
as	an	apprentice	and	my	poor	pittance	from	the	library	would	not	be	enough	for	a	larger
place.	He	seemed	preoccupied	for	days.	I	was	well	into	my	fourth	month	when	the	nausea
had	subsided	and	I	thought	I	might	have	felt	the	baby	kick,	when	Dan	mentioned	at	dinner
that	he	wanted	to	talk.



“Now	don’t	interrupt	me.	You	know	that	you	do.	And	keep	an	open	mind.	Listen	to	me
all	the	way	through.	I	have	been	going	over	this	in	mind	and	I	think	I	have	a	good	solution
for	us.	I	think	we	should	move	to	Martha’s	Vineyard.”

He	waits	a	minute	while	this	registers.	It	is	as	if	he	can	see	the	wheels	turning	in	my
mind	–	no,	the	various	scenes	as	they	flash	before	my	eyes.

“Here’s	 the	 bottom	 line.	You	 know	 it	 takes	 a	 long	 time	 to	 build	 up	 an	 architectural
practice.	I	have	to	get	clients.	You	are	pretty	much	working	on	commission.	That	does	not
seem	like	a	secure	financial	plan	for	a	man	about	to	become	a	daddy.”	This	was	said	with
definite	pride.	I	started	to	say	something,	to	protest.

“Wait	there	is	more.	I’m	not	so	sure	architecture	is	suited	to	me.	You	know	I’m	really
the	outdoors	type.	I’m	happiest	when	I’m	fishing	–	oh,	I	mean	except	when	I	am	with	you,
of	course.”	He	takes	a	deep	breath.

“Well	I	already	called	your	Uncle	James.	Here’s	where	Martha’s	Vineyard	comes	in.
He	could	use	me.	I	could	be	a	project	manager.	I	could	use	my	architectural	training	and
you	know	I	worked	construction	every	summer	while	I	was	in	college.	And	it	seems	like
building	on	the	Island	is	starting	to	pick	up.	It’s	not	the	same	sleepy	place	as	when	your
Mom	and	Uncle	James	were	growing	up.	He	thinks	the	business	will	grow	and	you	know
your	 cousins	have	no	 interest	 in	 it,	Kate	out	 in	Colorado	and	Lauren	 studying	music	 in
Boston.”	He	 pauses	 for	 another	 breath.	 “So	wait	 there’s	 one	more	 piece	 of	 good	 news.
Uncle	James	has	a	friend	with	a	vacant	two	bedroom	cottage	which	he	will	rent	to	us	real
cheap	and,	drum	roll	please,	it’s	walking	distance	to	the	library.	You	know	near	the	park
with	the	swings,	that	will	be	good	for	Gabriel	or	Jessica.

Now	he	was	really	trying	to	distract	me	by	throwing	in	the	two	most	recent	names	we
have	 discussed.	 I	 just	 sat	 there.	 I	 did	 not	 know	what	 to	 think.	 I	 love	 the	Vineyard.	We
vacationed	 there	every	 summer.	 I	 love	 the	 smallness	of	 the	 Island.	My	Mom	seemed	 to
know	everyone.	It	would	be	good	for	the	baby	to	grow	up	in	such	a	secure	environment.
Maybe	I	could	even	get	my	mother	to	move	back.	All	these	years	since	my	Dad	died	she
still	insists	that	Long	Island	is	her	home	now.	She	has	friends	there	and	she	does	not	want
to	give	up	the	house	I	grew	up	in.	I	remember	our	last	conversation	about	this.

“I	can	see	you	playing	out	in	the	yard.	When	I	leave	this	house	I	leave	that	little	girl
there.”

“Mom,	that	little	girl	is	twenty-three	now.”

“I	know	but…	and	your	dad	and	I	were	so	happy	here.”

Well	 I	 got	 myself	 distracted	 and	 Dan	 is	 waiting	 for	 me	 to	 say	 something.	 But
something	is	nagging	at	me	which	I	guess	I	don’t	want	to	face.

“You	mean	you	are	going	to	give	up	architecture	–	all	the	study,	your	projects.”

“Sometimes	you	don’t	know	what	you	want	until	you	get	 it.	 I	mean	what	you	don’t
want.	I	would	rather	see	the	frame	of	a	house	going	up	than	just	drawing	it	on	a	piece	of
paper.”

“Well	 I	 guess	 that	 is	 your	 choice,	 I	 hope	 it’s	 not	 just	 because	 of	 the	 baby.	But	 you
know	I	could	get	excited	about	 the	idea.	This	apartment	 is	going	to	be	too	small	for	 the



three	of	us.	 I	mean	where	would	we	even	put	a	crib	or	a	high	chair?	We	need	a	proper
kitchen	with	a	real	kitchen	table.	I	would	like	one	of	those	butcher	block	ones.	How	are
we	going	to	have	family	dinners	on	the	card	table	we	have	now?”

Now	I	was	really	getting	excited.	The	thought	of	having	a	little	nursery,	decorating	it
in	 blue	 or	 pink,	made	my	 heart	 flutter.	Maybe	 this	was	 that	 nesting	 instinct	 that	 I	 read
about.

“I	guess	I’ll	have	to	do	the	room	in	yellow,	that	will	work	for	a	boy	or	a	girl.	Wait	a
minute,”	I	catch	myself.	“We	are	making	the	biggest	decision	of	our	lives	and	I’m	thinking
about	what	 color	 I	 am	 painting	 the	 baby’s	 room.	Maybe	 that’s	what	 pregnancy	 does	 to
you.”

That’s	 how,	 even	 with	 my	 honors	 degree	 in	 English	 literature,	 I	 ended	 up	 with	 a
volunteer	 job	 in	 the	 library.	 I’m	 not	 sorry	 I	 had	Gabe.	He	means	more	 to	me	 than	 any
career.	I	was	going	to	apply	to	graduate	school,	just	before	we	moved	to	the	Vineyard.	I
fantasize	sometimes	about	going	back	to	school	or	writing	a	novel.	But	for	now	I	am	only
writing	poems.	There’s	no	time	for	anything	else.



	

	

Chapter	2

Preface
It	is	hard	to	know	what	to	write.	The	minute	details	which	make	up	a	life	can	sound	so

boring.	We	are	 all	 heroes	 of	 our	 own	 stories.	 The	 important	 themes	 can	 sound	 so	 trite.
Novelists	in	the	past	thought	they	could	explain	everything.	Nabokov	said,	“Great	novels
were	all	great	 fairy	 tales,	 literature	does	not	 tell	 the	 truth	but	makes	 it	up.”	 In	 real	 life
there	is	not	a	single	narrative	thread.	As	much	as	I	love	books	with	a	beginning,	middle
and	end	–	these	really	are	fairy	 tales.	They	are	escapist	diversions	–	the	video	games	of
the	past.	Real	life	is	 jumbled,	confused,	uneven.	We	are	always	asking	questions	with	no
answers.	 Life	 is	 not	 tied	 up	 in	 a	 bow.	 Pieces	 from	 different	 puzzles	 never	 fit	 together
exactly.	Life	is	lived	in	the	mind.

The	best	novels	do	have	a	theme:	man’s	inhumanity	to	man,	love	overcomes	pride,	only
connect,	the	law	is	an	ass,	there’s	no	place	like	home,	all	for	one	and	one	for	all.	Yet	in	the
best	literature,	what	stays	with	you	are	the	characters:	Elizabeth	Bennett,	Sidney	Carton,
Natasha	Rostand,	 Jean	Valjean,	Kristen	 Lavransdatter,	 Steven	Daedalus,	 Isabel	 Archer,
Lily	Barth,	D’Artagnan,	Anna	Karenina,	the	list	goes	on	and	on.



	

	

Chapter	2

On	the	Vineyard
When	I	first	moved	to	the	Vineyard,	it	was	quite	an	adjustment.	Although	I	had	spent

summer	 vacations	 on	 the	 Island,	 being	 there	 in	 the	 winter	 was	 a	 totally	 different
experience.	The	grocery	store	and	the	drug	store,	and	quite	a	few	other	smaller	stores	were
open	in	Vineyard	Haven,	but	Oak	Bluffs	looked	like	a	ghost	town.	The	Capawock	Theater
was	only	open	for	movies	on	weekends.	We	were	near	Uncle	James	and	Aunt	Helen,	who
were	so	sweet	to	me	and	the	baby.	Their	own	grandchildren	were	up	in	Boston.	I	did	not
realize	how	much	I	would	miss	my	mother	and	my	friends,	especially	my	old	ones	from
Northport.

When	I	spoke	to	my	mother	on	the	phone,	I	know	the	distance	was	as	difficult	for	her
as	it	was	for	me.	However,	Gabe	was	a	great	way	to	meet	people	as	I	walked	him	in	his
carriage	through	town	or	to	the	park.	I	felt	that	I	had	a	lot	of	acquaintances,	and	especially
the	older	 people	who	knew	Uncle	 James	 and	my	mother	 so	well.	Yet	 I	wanted	 to	meet
friends	closer	to	my	age.	That	first	winter	I	volunteered	at	the	library	and	hung	out	at	the
bookstore.	 It	was	 in	 the	bookstore	 that	 I	 saw	the	notice	 for	 the	book	club,	and	from	the
very	first	meeting	I	felt	like	I	belonged	and	had	an	instant	group	of	friends.	It	was	different
for	Dan	since	he	was	working,	and	liked	the	guys	he	was	working	with.	He	came	home
exhausted	at	night,	and	did	not	even	notice	how	quiet,	and	dark	and	lonely	the	Island	had
been	for	me.

In	April	spring	slowly	came	to	the	Island,	first	the	tulips	and	daffodils,	then	the	lilacs.
By	the	time	the	hydrangeas	and	roses	were	in	bloom,	we	were	in	our	own	house.	As	soon
as	 I	 saw	 the	 house	 I	 knew	 it	 was	 the	 one	 for	 us.	Maybe	 it	 was	 the	Wedgewood	 blue
shutters	or	maybe	the	porch,	but	I	saw	us	living	in	it,	as	if	it	already	belonged	to	us.

“This	would	be	Gabe’s	room.	It	has	a	nice	backyard	and	we	could	fit	a	good	size	table
in	the	kitchen.”

Dan	was	more	circumspect.	He	did	not	want	Joyce	Brown,	the	real	estate	agent,	to	see
us	too	enthusiastic.

“The	roof	will	need	some	repair,	he	said.	“Also	these	steps	are	really	creaky.”

“Oh,	you	could	easily	repair	them	yourself,”	Joyce,	eager	for	a	sale,	responded

“Well	we	will	have	to	think	about	it.	We’ll	call	you	back,	if	we	want	to	see	it	again,”
was	Dan’s	last	comment.

As	soon	as	we	got	in	the	car,	I	started,	“That’s	our	house,	I	know	it.”

“Whoa,	calm	down.	We	have	a	few	more	houses	to	see	in	our	price	range.”

“No,	you	don’t	understand.	I	know	that	is	our	house.	I	could	just	feel	it.	I	see	us	there.”



“Well	 it	 is	a	good	location,	close	 to	 town	and	 the	school,”	Dan	is	weakening,	as	my
enthusiasm	strengthens.

Gabe	had	his	 first	 birthday	party	 in	 our	 new	house,	 and	my	mother	 came	up	 for	 an
extended	visit.	That	summer	was	a	delight.	I	was	busy	fixing	up	the	house,	and	planting	in
the	garden.	On	weekends,	Dan	and	I	would	 take	Gabe	 to	 the	beach.	He	 loved	 the	water
and	splashed	 in	his	 little	 tube.	We	went	 to	 the	sings	at	 the	Tabernacle	every	Wednesday
night,	and	Gabe	would	clap	and	even	try	to	sing	along.	We	missed	the	fireworks	that	year
though,	because	at	the	first	boom,	Gabe	began	crying	hysterically	and	would	not	stop.	We
had	to	leave	and	then	I	felt	as	if	I	were	a	bad	mother,	thinking	the	noise	probably	hurt	his
ears.

The	second	winter	on	the	Island	was	very	different.	I	was	pregnant	with	Matthew,	and
I	 found	a	play	group	 for	Gabe.	There	were	only	 three	of	us	with	our	babies,	but	 it	was
great	to	talk	to	other	mothers,	about	who	was	sleeping	through	the	night,	and	was	anybody
starting	to	think	of	toilet	training,	and	all	the	things	mothers	want	and	need	to	talk	to	each
other	about.	Matt	was	born	 in	August	and	by	 then	Gabe	was	a	sturdy	 two	year	old,	and
was	actually	a	help	with	the	baby.	He	was	so	naturally	curious,	and	he	spent	a	lot	of	time
just	watching	the	baby	as	I	nursed	and	changed	him.	It	was	so	cute	to	hear	him	tell	Dan,
“Mattu	loves	Mommy	milk.”

By	the	time	Daisy	was	born	five	years	later,	I	was	happily	ensconced	in	my	life	on	the
Island.	 It	 was	 hard	 to	 remember	 that	 first	 lonely	 winter.	 The	 Island	was	 changing	 too.
More	stores	and	restaurants	were	staying	open	past	Labor	Day.	Daisy	was	born	in	October
and	more	 places	 were	 now	 open	 through	 Columbus	 Day	Weekend,	 since	many	 people
came	up	in	the	fall	to	fish.	There	were	sales	at	all	the	stores	and	even	an	artisan	fair	at	the
Grange	Hall.	By	 the	 time	Daisy	was	 three,	more	and	more	signs	 in	 the	windows,	which
said	“See	you	 in	 the	 spring”,	did	not	go	up	until	 after	Christmas.	The	horse	and	wagon
rides,	the	Christmas	decorations,	the	concerts,	and	hot	cocoa	under	the	linden	tree	in	the
center	of	town,	attracted	more	people	to	come	to	the	Island	to	experience	an	old-fashioned
New	England	Christmas.	I	think	it	was	also	the	increasing	number	of	second	home	owners
who	were	keeping	their	houses	open	later	and	later	each	year.

“If	you	could	be	any	character	in	a	book,	who	would	you	be?”	Lydia	asks	the	group.
Our	book	group	uses	our	December	meeting	for	a	dinner	and	for	games.	Because	of	 the
holidays	no	one	has	time	to	read	a	book	in	December	anyway.	I	think	about	this	one.	Who
are	some	of	my	favorite	characters?	Scarlett	O’Hara,	strong-willed	but	ultimately	selfish.
Anna	Karenina,	Emma	Bovary,	Lady	Chatterley	–	why	are	so	many	heroines	destroyed	by
their	own	passion?	 I	guess	my	choice	would	have	 to	be	Natasha	Rostand.	Actually	 it	 is
very	 hard	 to	 think	 of	 even	 one	 female	 character	 who	 has	 it	 all,	 passion	 and	 a	 family,
sexuality	and	a	love	for	her	children.	I	guess	I	am	going	to	have	to	write	that	novel	–	yeah,
right.	Who	has	time?

So	much	of	my	time	is	taken	up	with	mundane	household	chores.	Can	you	imagine	the
energy	that	could	be	harnessed	if	you	relieved	women	of	the	daily	cooking,	laundry	and
cleaning?	 How	 about	 all	 that	 homework,	 sitting	 down	 every	 night	 with	 each	 kid?	My
friend	Jane,	who	is	a	lawyer,	laughs	and	says	she	wants	a	wife.	She	needs	someone	to	buy
the	gifts	 and	 take	care	of	 all	 the	details	which	even	a	good	 secretary	cannot	do.	Then	 I
think	well	maybe	all	this	stuff	is	the	important	work.	What	is	more	important	than	loving



and	raising	children?	Maybe	making	your	own	little	corner	of	the	world	better	is	important
enough.	 Men	 are	 always	 so	 consumed	 with	 politics	 and	 world	 affairs,	 but	 who	 keeps
everything	running,	us	mothers.	Is	a	child	a	creation	like	a	book	or	work	of	art?	Who	can
answer	that	question?

When	I	get	home	from	the	book	group	the	children	are	asleep.	Dan	is	asleep	too.	He
gets	up	so	early,	out	on	the	job	just	after	dawn.	This	is	my	favorite	time	of	day.	I	slip	into
the	quiet	like	a	luxurious	bath.	Finally	time	for	myself.	Well	not	for	myself	but	to	myself.	I
get	so	much	more	accomplished	without	hands	pulling	me	and	voices	calling	me	and	the
thousand	interruptions	that	are	the	essence	and	beauty	of	motherhood.

I	will	wrap	a	few	more	presents.	I	dig	around	in	the	back	of	my	closet	and	pull	out	the
bag	of	hats	and	mittens.	 I	never	seem	to	have	 time	 to	knit	anymore	but	 the	Allens	raise
their	own	sheep,	make	the	yarns	and	do	the	knitting.	I	bought	each	of	the	children	a	set	at
the	 church	 craft	 fair,	 and	 then	 put	 them	 away,	 hoping	 it	 did	 not	 get	 too	 cold	 before
Christmas.	 Not	 that	 they	 would	 be	 so	 thrilled	 to	 get	 mittens,	 but	 having	 a	 quantity	 of
presents,	an	excess	of	gifts,	with	even	 just	a	 few	 toys	 thrown	 in,	with	 the	necessities	of
mittens,	 and	 socks,	 and	 pajamas,	 excited	 them.	 I	 get	 out	 the	 paper	 with	 snowmen	 and
Santas	marching	across	the	North	Pole,	red	and	green	ribbon	and	big	tags	saying	“Don’t
open	before	Christmas”	and	little	tags	with	holly	and	berries.

I	hid	 the	 tape	because	everything	disappears	 in	 this	house.	 I	 roll	 the	mittens	and	hat
like	a	sausage	and	wrap	the	paper,	leaving	extra	on	the	ends.	I	tie	the	ribbons	on	both	ends
so	it	looks	like	one	of	those	English	poppers.	I	write	cute	sayings	on	the	tags:	“To	the	boy
who	always	gets	100	on	his	 spelling	 test,”	“To	 the	best	girl	 in	 the	 family,”	“To	 the	boy
whose	birthday	is	closest	to	Christmas.”	I	try	to	make	each	package	special.	The	contents
become	secondary.	The	 fun	 is	 in	 seeing	how	colorful	 the	presents	 look,	and	 reading	 the
tags.

When	I	like	something	I	cannot	get	enough	of	it.	I	will	play	a	song	I	like	over	and	over
again.	I	will	eat	the	same	cookies	every	day	for	a	month.	When	I	get	tired	of	my	current
choice	I	move	on	to	something	else.	And	then	there	are	things	I	love	that	I	never	get	tired
of,	like	our	seasonal	activities,	including	our	celebration	of	Christmas.	I	have	noticed	that
the	 children	 especially	 love	 the	 repetition	 in	 their	 lives.	 Their	 sense	 of	 stability	 comes
from	getting	pajamas	every	Christmas	and	eating	the	same	Christmas	cookies	every	year.	I
begin	taking	out	the	Christmas	decorations	on	December	first.	The	Advent	calendar	which
I	made	when	Gabe	was	a	baby	 is	hung	up.	Day	by	day	 the	 snow	globes	and	 the	music
boxes	appear.	Day	by	day	the	decorations	are	increasing	as	the	month	progresses,	just	as
the	 Christmas	 cards	 outline	 the	 doorway.	 The	 children	 enjoy	 seeing	 me	 take	 out	 the
Christmas	cookie	tins.

“Snowman	and	angel,	Mama,”	Daisy	is	proud	to	point	out.

“I	 love	 the	 one	with	 the	 snow	 falling	 on	 the	 little	 Christmas	 tree,”	Gabe	 says,	 and
Matthew	likes	the	tin	with	the	children	sledding	down	a	hill.

Everyone’s	favorite	is	a	rectangular	tin	with	a	different	scene	on	each	side,	the	children
standing	on	tiptoe	hanging	up	their	stockings,	Santa	coming	down	the	chimney,	the	family
singing	Christmas	carols	around	the	piano,	and	the	Christmas	tree	with	the	presents	piled
beneath	it.	We	have	our	Christmas	books,	which	come	out	in	December,	and	of	course	we



each	have	our	favorite	one	of	these.	Even	Gabe,	as	big	as	he	is,	enjoys	the	picture	books.
There	is	magic	in	seeing	the	same	beloved	objects	disappear	and	appear.	Maybe	it	gives
them	 a	 faith	 in	 life	 and	 in	 themselves,	 continuity	 like	 a	 warm	 blanket	 holding	 and
protecting	the	family.

It	 was	 only	 three	 days	 after	 Christmas	 that	 my	 mother	 died.	 It	 was	 so	 sudden,	 an
aneurysm.	At	least	she	did	not	suffer.	She	was	visiting	for	the	holidays.	I	was	with	her	in
the	ambulance	on	the	way	to	the	hospital.	I	held	her	hand.	She	mouthed	“I	love	you”	as
she	was	rushed	into	the	operating	room,	and	that	was	the	last	time	I	saw	her	alive.	I	hardly
remember	the	next	few	days	and	it	was	a	bleak	bleak	New	Year’s.	When	I	was	a	child,	the
thought	of	my	mother’s	death	brought	tears	to	my	eyes.	Probably	many	children	feel	this
way.	Yet	I	thought	about	death	more	because	I	saw	how	a	parent	can	just	leave	your	life,
like	a	bird	diving	into	a	pond	and	its	only	presence	reflected	in	the	ever	widening	ripples.	I
was	five	when	Grandma	Alice	died	and	I	can	remember	the	feeling	of	loss.	And	seeing	my
mother	 go	 through	 the	 grief	 of	 losing	 her	 own	 mother,	 so	 soon	 after	 my	 father	 died,
reinforced	 my	 own	 fears.	 I	 would	 lie	 in	 bed	 at	 night	 and	 try	 to	 grasp	 the	 concept	 of
lifelessness	–	never	to	see	a	loved	one	again.	I	would	think	how	could	the	world	go	on	and
on	and	I	would	die	and	not	see	it.	Even	as	an	adult	the	concept	of	infinity	eludes	me.	As	a
child	I	lived	in	night	time	terror,	my	mind	turning	the	idea	over	and	over	like	poking	at	a
painful	tooth	to	see	if	it	still	hurts.	During	the	day	the	normality	of	my	life	hid	these	night
time	inquisitions.	I	myself	look	at	pictures	of	a	braided	smiling	little	girl	and	I	do	not	even
see	 a	 glimmer	 of	 terror	 behind	 my	 eyes,	 but	 it	 was	 there.	 I	 could	 still	 touch	 a	 deep
amorphous	place,	buried	under	the	patchwork	quilt	of	years,	a	trickle	of	tears	in	a	hidden
landscape	 of	 the	 crevice	 of	 childhood.	 My	 mother’s	 death	 uncovered	 this	 cave	 and
released	a	torrent	of	raging	water.

My	 mother’s	 death,	 the	 words	 have	 a	 ponderous	 tone,	 a	 deep	 elegiac	 bell	 tolling,
doom,	doom.	I	never	thought	that	I	could	live	without	her,	in	the	absolute	literal	sense,	that
my	body	would	exist	in	the	physical	plane	and	that	hers	would	not.	As	an	adult,	after	I	was
married	and	moved	 to	 the	Vineyard,	 I	would	not	 see	my	mother	 that	 frequently,	but	we
would	 talk	on	 the	phone	every	Saturday.	We	spent	all	 the	holidays	 together,	and	I	knew
Christmas	would	never	be	the	same.	I	could	not	comprehend	her	absence	in	my	life.	We
were	connected	on	a	molecular	level,	an	invisible	purl	stitch	knitting	us	into	one	sweater.	I
would	be	an	open	socket,	nerve	endings,	axons	without	dendrites,	raw.	Wouldn’t	my	life
force	drain	out	when	this	maternal	circulatory	system	was	severed?

I	was	grateful	 for	Dan	and	 the	kids,	 especially	 the	kids	because	 they	have	a	way	of
forcing	you	to	go	on	with	your	life.	And	somehow	the	kids	gave	me	a	connection	to	my
mother,	as	I	saw	she	lived	on	through	them.	After	a	few	months	as	spring	was	settling	in,
something	strange	happened.	My	mother’s	death	 increased	my	 faith.	 I	began	 to	 feel	her
presence	more	and	more,	and	no	place	more	than	church,	Grace	Church	where	my	parents
had	married	and	that	we	still	attended.	I	started	to	feel	that	just	as	she	ushered	me	into	this
life,	she	will	be	waiting	when	I	die	to	usher	me	into	the	next	life,	and	I	will	not	be	afraid.
Her	death	actually	dissolved	my	fears,	and	I	was	inspired	to	write	a	poem:

Death	cannot	take	you	from	me

No,	death	has	not	taken	you



from	me

I	have	had	the	tears

The	months	of	wrenching	loss

The	daily	thoughts	of	you

I	did	not	know	I	could	exist	without	you

Now	I	have	come	to	the	threshold	of	my	grief

I	have	spent	my	time	in	the	darkness

Did	I	die	with	you?

Just	last	week	I	noticed	that	I	felt	alive	again

And	you	are	too

Your	life	is	so	much	a	part	of	me

I	have	not	lost	you

Every	moment	that	I	live

Every	breath	I	take

You	breathe	too

My	anger	is	lessening

I	see	that	if	you	love	long	enough

If	you	love	strong	enough

The	love	does	not	follow	you	to	the	grave.

Gabe	 is	so	much	 like	me.	He	has	always	had	 trouble	 falling	asleep.	His	active	mind
cannot	 slow	down	when	 it	 is	 time	 to	 sleep.	Now	since	my	mother	died,	he	has	become
obsessed	 with	 death.	 He	 is	 fine	 during	 the	 day,	 but	 at	 bedtime	 he	 cries	 and	 asks	 how
Grandma	can	be	gone	forever.	I	did	not	know	that	thinking	could	be	inherited.	At	ten	he	is
already	a	logical	realist.	I	try	to	comfort	him,	but	I	realize	that	sleep	is	a	mini-death,	the
microcosm	of	the	circle	of	life.	Sleep	is	an	act	of	faith,	to	give	up	consciousness,	to	give
up	 self	 and	 have	 faith	 that	 your	 self	will	 return	 in	 the	morning.	 I	 tell	 him	 to	 try	 not	 to
worry,	that	when	he	is	older	he	will	understand	these	things	better.

What	further	pulled	me	back	into	the	sunshine	of	life	was	a	job	in	the	bookstore.	I	had
spent	so	much	time	there,	it	was	only	natural	that,	when	one	of	the	employees	moved	off
the	Island,	Toby	asked	me	if	I	wanted	a	part-time	job.

“You	can	pay	me	in	books.”

“When	can	you	start?”

“I’ll	ask	my	Aunt	Helen	if	she	could	watch	Daisy.	She	will	be	in	preschool	in	the	fall.
Of	course,	the	boys	are	in	school	all	day.	Mornings	would	be	best	for	me,”	I	was	thinking
aloud.

“Could	you	do	a	story	hour	on	Wednesday	mornings?”



“Of	course.	I	have	been	doing	one	at	the	library.”

This	is	my	dream	job.	I	love	the	bookstore.	It	is	a	two	story	affair	–	on	one	side,	a	wall
of	 paperback	 fiction,	 ordered	 alphabetically	 by	 author,	 and	 on	 the	 other	 wall	 are	 hard
cover	best	sellers,	both	fiction	and	nonfiction.	There	is	a	whole	table	of	Island	books	and
calendars.

Upstairs	 there	 is	 a	 large	 children’s	 section.	 We	 have	 a	 table	 of	 staff	 picks	 and	 a
blackboard	where	Toby	writes	cute	sayings	every	day	like:

“The	voices	in	my	head	may	not	be	real,	but	they	have	good	ideas,”

“You	are	never	too	old	to	learn	something	stupid.”

After	a	few	weeks	I	suggested	to	Toby	that	we	write	quotations	on	the	blackboard	each
day	and	the	first	person	who	guesses	the	source	will	get	twenty-five	percent	off	their	next
book.	I	gave	her	my	suggestions	for	the	first	week:

“Everything	I	am	or	hope	to	be	I	owe	to	my	darling	mother.”	Lincoln

“Life	 is	mostly	 froth	 and	 bubble;	 two	 things	 stand	 like	 stone,	 kindness	 in	 another’s
trouble,	courage	in	your	own.”	Adam	Lindsay	Gordon.

“You	cannot	step	twice	into	the	same	river.”	Heraclitus

“I	cannot	live	without	my	books.”	Thomas	Jefferson

“A	room	without	books	is	like	a	body	without	a	soul.”	Cicero

“Always	forgive	your	enemies;	nothing	annoys	them	so	much.”	Oscar	Wilde

Now	that	I	am	working	in	the	bookstore,	I	am	buying	the	books	that	we	read	for	our
book	club.	Our	selection	for	May	is	“Alice	in	Wonderland.”	I	loved	it	when	I	read	it	as	a
child	 and	 reread	 it	 in	 college.	Reading	 it	 now,	 it	 does	 not	 seem	as	 powerful	 to	me,	 but
more	clever.	There	 are	 currently	 eight	members	 in	our	group.	We	 take	 turns	meeting	 in
each	others’	homes.	Tonight	we	are	going	to	Bea’s.	She	lives	in	town.

“Good	night	guys,”	I	call	as	I	leave	the	house.	“Dan,	Daisy	will	go	in	at	eight,	the	boys
can	stay	up	until	eight	thirty.”

When	I	get	to	Bea’s,	Lydia,	Gwen,	Jane	and	Ann	are	already	there.	“Gail	isn’t	coming
tonight,	Mikey	 is	 sick.	Hope	had	 to	go	 to	Boston,”	Bea	 tells	us	and	adds,	“There’s	Red
Zinger	or	Wild	Berry	tea	and	decaf	coffee	and	lemonade.”

“Oh,	 you	 baked.	 Mm,	 delicious.”	 Bea	 is	 passing	 around	 new	 photos	 of	 her
grandchildren.	We	are	a	very	compatible	group,	bound	by	our	love	of	books,	although	we
range	in	age	from	our	thirties	to	our	seventies.	New	mother,	grandmother,	and	everything
in	between.

Gail	 is	 divorced.	Bea	 is	 a	widow.	Lydia	has	never	been	married.	 I	 have	been	 in	 the
group	 for	 over	 ten	 years.	 Bea	 selected	 “Alice	 in	 Wonderland”	 and	 she	 shared	 Lewis
Carroll’s	 biography	with	 us.	The	 controversy	 about	Carroll’s	 relationship	with	 the	 “real
Alice”	came	up.

Gwen	 starts,”	 The	 book	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 description	 of	 adolescence,	 your	 body	 is
changing,	you	can’t	trust	your	own	senses.	Authority	figures	are	empty	cards.”	Naturally,



since	Gwen	is	a	child	psychologist,	she	interprets	books	through	a	developmental	prism.

Lydia	is	a	librarian.	She	is	the	one	most	likely	to	have	read	reviews	and	to	get	us	back
on	track	when	the	discussion	veers	to	our	own	lives,	which	is	a	frequent	occurrence.	We
pick	our	books	 in	advance	 for	 the	whole	year,	 in	case	someone,	probably	Bea,	wants	 to
read	 ahead.	New	 fiction,	 nonfiction,	 biography,	 a	 smattering	 of	 classics,	 and	 occasional
poetry	month.

The	 group	 satisfies	 our	 literary	 needs,	 and	 our	 need	 for	 female	 companionship,	 just
like	those	quilting	bees	of	old.	When	Gail	was	going	through	her	divorce,	the	group	kept
the	ground	beneath	her	feet,	and	gave	her	a	collective	shoulder	to	cry	on.

Sometimes	when	you	read	you	want	to	know	more	about	the	people,	like	the	women
in	my	book	group.	But	this	is	what	life	is	like.	You	hear	snatches	of	conversations,	short
vignettes,	 you	 say	 hello	 to	 them	 in	 the	 supermarket.	 There	 are	 so	 few	 people	 anyone
knows	intimately.	I	am	only	reflecting	reality.	Also	I	really	need	to	get	to	my	story	about
Clay.

It	is	summer	and	this	is	the	summer	that	I	meet	Clay.	Dan	is	driving	along	slowly.	The
children	are	singing	“Bingo”	in	the	back	seat.	The	sun	is	shining	luminescent	on	the	leaves
still	wet	from	the	recent	downpour.	We	have	the	windows	open	and	I	can	smell	the	fresh
cut	grass.	Bees	are	circling	around	the	flowers	–	pink	carpet	roses,	blue	hydrangeas,	tiger
lilies,	and	black-eyed	Susans.	Birds	are	calling,	the	children	are	clapping.	Clap,	clap	“N-
G-O”.	We	slow	down	by	the	traffic	cones.

“It	must	be	our	lucky	day.	There’s	a	parking	place	right	in	front.”

Dan	lets	us	out.	The	kids	are	laughing	and	excited.	I	grab	the	blanket	and	towels	and
chase	after	the	kids	while	Dan	backs	into	the	tight	space.	The	cop	on	duty,	a	slim	girl	who
appears	to	be	no	older	than	a	teenager,	looks	outlandish	with	the	gun	strapped	to	her	waist.
She	reminds	Dan	that	none	of	the	tires	can	be	on	the	pavement.	We’re	Islanders,	we	know.
She	is	new	to	the	job.	She	does	not	know	that	we	are	regulars.	The	children	cannot	wait	to
go	into	the	water.	They	are	already	knee-deep	in	the	pond,	but	calling	to	me	because	they
know	not	to	swim	until	I	am	watching	them.

“Okay,	go	in,	go	in.”	My	mouth	forms	the	words,	as	Dan	comes	up	and	hugs	me	from
behind,	but	my	brain	is	still	saying,	“We’re	Islanders,	we	know,	we	know,	we	know.

I	 love	my	children	so	 fiercely	 that	 I	 sometimes	 fantasize	about	how	I	would	kill	 for
them.	I	would	be	filled	with	superhuman	strength.	Well	I	know	I	carried	Matt	in	his	body
cast	when	he	broke	his	 leg	and	 I	was	pregnant	with	Daisy.	And	 I	 forced	myself	 to	 stay
awake	half	the	night	to	finish	the	sweater	I	was	knitting	for	Daisy	for	her	birthday,	and	I
can	stand	on	my	feet	for	days	making	Christmas	cookies.	And	how	about	the	big	loads	of
wash,	the	heavy	grocery	bags?	Do	they	count?	I	somehow	know	I	would	get	the	strength.	I
would	lift	the	car,	stand	in	front	of	the	truck,	kill	the	intruders.	I	don’t	doubt	it.	A	mother’s
strength	is	different.	It	is	the	enduring	kind,	the	kind	you	cannot	budge	or	wear	down.

After	 dinner	 we	 turn	 on	 the	 Red	 Sox	 game.	 I	 associate	 hot	 summer	 nights	 with
baseball	games	on	the	television.	My	mother	became	a	Yankee	fan,	because	of	my	father.
Yankee	fans	expect	to	win,	and	my	childhood	was	cushioned	with	that	sense	of	security.
Because	my	cousins	were	Sox	fans,	 I	 rooted	for	 them	too,	when	I	was	on	 the	Vineyard.
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