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one






Had I been a superstitious sort, I would have taken the smell as an omen. I had wanted the morning of our leaving to be smooth and now it was down to the wire. The last thing I needed was Dennis annoyed.


But I was a trusting soul. Entering the kitchen that October Friday, I sensed nothing of the broader picture. All I knew was that something had gone bad. A rank smell sullied what should have been the sweetness of fallthe scent of crisp leaves drifting in from the backyard, cranberry candles on the glass tabletop, a basket of newly picked Macouns.


I checked under the sink for fishy paper from last nights scrod, but the air there was fine. Same with the inside of the oven. Nothing hit me when I opened the refrigerator, still I checked the milk that my daughter too often left on the counter, the chicken that was ready for Dennis to eat while we were gone, the cheese bin where plastic wrap might hide something fuzzy and blue.


Nothing.


But the odor remained, offensive and strong, another glitch in a godawful week of glitches. With a husband, two young children, and a career to juggle, preparing to go away for more than two days was always a challenge, but I was going away for eleven days this time, in part on a dreaded mission. My mother was dying. My equilibrium was shaky, even without complicating glitches.


Having ruled out the obvious, I was beginning to wonder if something wasnt rotting under the two-hundred-year-old floorboards of the house, when my son padded in in his stockinged feet. He looked more sober than any nine year old with mussed hair, an authentic Red Sox baseball shirt, and battered jeans should look, but he was a serious child under any conditions, and perceptive. Much as I had tried to minimize the meaning of our trip, I suspected he knew.


I cant find my sneakers, Mom. Theyre not in my room, and if I cant find them, I dont know what Ill wear at Grandmas. They were my best pair.


Were being the operative word. I draped my arms over his shoulders. The top of his head reached my chest. I had to scrape mud from the bottoms last night. What were you up to, Johnny? We agreed you wouldnt wear good sneaks to play football.


It was basketball. Jordans dad put in a hoop, but nothings paved yet. He made a face. Peewww. What stinks?


I slid a despairing glance around the kitchen. Good question. Any ideas?


Dont ask me. Ask Kikit. Shes the one always leaving things lying around. Are you sure Ill be home in time for practice Tuesday?


The plane lands at one. Practice isnt until five.


If I miss practice, Ill be benched.


I took his face in my hands. His cheeks were boy-smooth, deep into the lean and cool of preadolescent limbo. The only way youll miss practice is if the flight is delayed, in which case Daddy or I will talk with the man


Its a rule, Johnny broke in and took a step back. No practice, no play. Where are my sneakers?


On the landing in the garage. My voice rose to follow him there. Want something to eat? Brody will be here in forty-five minutes. Theyll feed us on the plane, but I cant guarantee youll like it. Unless you want some of Kikits food. Silence. He was through the mudroom and into the garage. I used the pause to shout upstairs for my youngest. Kikit?


She changed her mind again and is moving the menagerie from her bedroom to the den, my husband announced, tossing the morning Globe, minus the business section, which he held, onto the table. I have never seen so many stuffed things in my life. Does she really need all those things? He sniffed and screwed up his face. Whats that?


The question was more damning coming from Dennis. In the overall scheme of our marriage, the house was my responsibility.


But I couldnt hunt more now, just didnt have the time. It may be a rat. The exterminator had to rebait some of the basement traps, which means some of the poison was eaten, which means something may have died before it reached the outside.


Johnny ran through with a pithy, Gross.


His sneakers left a trail of dried dirt, but there wasnt time for remopping, either. Eggs, Dennis?


Maybe. I dont know. Coffee first. He sat down with the paper.


I put on the coffee and, ignoring the heebie-jeebies inside that cried, Come on, come on, lets get this show on the road, said gently, Eggs, yes or no? I have forty minutes to be cleaned up, packed, and gone.



What about that smell? I cant live with this for eleven days.


It may go away on its own, I prayed. If not, give the exterminator a call. His number is on the board.


But I wont be here to let him in. Im leaving right after you do to meet the Ferguson group in the Berkshires. That was the whole problem with driving you to the airport. He shot me a disparaging look. I cant believe you messed up with the service.


I didnt. I dont know what happened, Dennis. I booked the airport run two weeks ago and have the confirmation number to prove it. They say I called and canceled last week. But I didnt. If I hadnt called to check a little while ago, wed be waiting an hour from now for a ride that isnt coming. Lucky thing Brody can take us. And as for the smell, I tried to keep calm, have the exterminator come when you get back. I dont know what else to do, Dennis. Its a holiday weekend. Flights are booked solid. I cant just decide to fly later. There was more to be said, more about his being sensitive, what with my mothers illness preying heavily on me, but he was already taking care of the kids so that I could fly on for a weeks work after Cleveland. I wasnt ungrateful, just feeling frayed around the edges. It was getting later by the minute.


Just as I took out the egg tray, skipping footsteps came from behind, then the voice of seven-year-old Clara Kate. Mommy, Im taking Travis, Michael, and Joy, okay? She gazed up at me with her cheek at my waist, an angels face framed by a barretted mass of chestnut curls. My own hair was the same color, though the curl had long since fallen prey to scissors and a blow-dryer.


Hooking an arm around her neck, I held her close while I beat eggs. I thought we agreed youd only bring two.


Her cheek moved against my arm. Well, I said I would, but which one can I leave? Im the only one who knows whatll make Travis sick if he eats it, and Michael has nightmares if he isnt with me, and Joyll cry the whole time because theyre always together, those three. Besides, I want them to see Auntie Rona, and theyll cheer Grandma up. Whats her hospital like?


I dont know. I havent seen it.


She waved a small hand, fingers splayed. Is it all shiny and noisy, like mine?


Only the parts that treat little girls who have allergic reactions to things theyre not supposed to eat. Grandmas floor will be shiny and quiet.


Will she be sleeping?


Not all the time.


Some of the time?


Maybe some. Probably not while youre there, though. Shell want to be awake for every minute of that.


Can she talk?


Of course she can.


Not if she has tubes in her throat. Will she have tubes in her throat?


No, sweetie. I opened a pack of shredded cheddar and offered it to her.


She took a fistful. Will she have tubes in her nose?


No. I told you that last night.


Well, things change sometimes. She put the fist to her mouth and, nibbling cheese, ducked free of my arm. Daddy, why arent you coming with us?


You know why, he said from behind the paper. I have to work.


If you have to work, she asked, climbing up a chair to the table top and sitting on its edge so that her legs swung, whyd you put your golf clubs in the car?


I whisked together shredded cheddar and eggs, but softly.


Because, Dennis said, Im playing golf after I work. After, he emphasized.


Were missing school to see Grandma. I think you should come.


I went with you in August.


Her legs swish-swished against the papers edge. Whens she getting out of the hospital?


I dont know.


Is she ever?


Good God, Kikit, he said with a tight laugh and the abrupt rustle of newsprint set aside, I cant read when you bump the paper like that. Youre getting cheese all over the place. Get off the table.


Are you meeting us at the plane on Tuesday?


Yes.


The airports really big, so how will you know where to go?


Ill know where to go. Off the table, he ordered and flipped the paper back up the instant she complied.


Hell be there to meet you, I called as she hopped from the room. I poured the egg mixture into a sizzling skillet, pushed the toaster down, and reached for a plate. The flight information is on the board, I told Dennis, along with the number you can call to find out if the plane is on time. The Cleveland numbers are there, too, and, after the kids get back, whos taking who where on what day, with phone numbers.


The newspaper went down again, his chair scraped back. He went to the board by the phone, stood a minute, made a grunting sound.



What? I asked.


What else? Same old, same old. We need a nanny.


We had a nanny. She monopolized the phone, drove like a maniac, and kept offering Kikit peanut butter no matter how many times I told her it was lethal.


She was French. French nannies are frivolous. We need a Swedish nanny. I know, I know. You say we do better without, he tossed an impatient hand at the board, but that list of whos taking who where and when is a joke. Even when youre home, things get hairy. Remember last week?


How could I forget? I had kept Kikit and her friends waiting an hour after ballet, when the store in Essex, where I had been working at the time, lost electricity and the clocks stopped. I had felt awful.


Why didnt you look at your watch? he asked for the umpteenth time.


I was distracted trying to get the computers up again.


Youre overextended, said the die-hard pessimist.


Im not, said the die-hard optimist. I do fine, as long as you help.


Itd be simpler just to hire someone to drive the kids around.


They would hate it, I said, scrambling the eggs. They want us. I want us. Besides, we have a sitter for emergencies. Mrs. Gimble.


She doesnt drive.


She lives two doors away and loves the kids. Dennis? I waited for him to look up from the paper. Youll be at Johnnys game Saturday, wont you?


If I can.


Oh, he could. The issue was whether he would. Hell be heartbroken if you arent there.



If something comes up and I cant be there, I cant. Im running a business, too, Claire.


I couldnt forget that either, not with him reminding me so often. Nor could I point out that, with his business a shadow of its former self, he had time to parent if he chose, because that would put him on the defensive. We had been down that road before. This wasnt the time to travel it again. I simply needed to know that the children would have Denniss full attention while I was gone.


How many in the Ferguson group? I asked.


It varies.


I turned the eggs again. What is it they make, exactly?


Plastic things.


I turned the eggs once more. For commercial displays?


He grunted, yes or no, I didnt know.


The toast popped up. I buttered both slices, cornered them on the plate, slid the eggs in the center, and slipped the plate into the gap between the paper and Dennis. Then I set to scrubbing the skillet.


The game is at ten Saturday morning. Plan business around it. Please? Johnny needs one of us to see him play. Besides, he loves it when youre there. He was crushed when you missed his touchdown last week. Hes convinced hell never score another one. Even if he doesnt, he needs to know that you want to see him play.


I said Id try, Dennis warned, but if work interferes, I may only make it to the last half. What is that smell? He shoved the paper aside with the most unruly rustle, pushed back his chair, and started banging cabinets open and shut. Your mind has been everywhere but here lately. You must have put something where it didnt belong.



It was possible. But I didnt expect him to find anything in the cabinets. They had been thoroughly cleaned the week before.


Here, he said with disgust. Get rid of this.


A reeking baggy landed in the sink. It contained half of a decaying onion. I had no idea how it had ended up in a cabinet with refolded grocery bags, but when I looked questioningly at Dennis, he was backing away from the stench and returning to his breakfast.


I disposed of the onion, grabbed the air freshener, and gave a spray. See? I said on an up note. Youre good at finding things. Much better than me.


He shot me an irritated look before returning to the stock market report.





Brody arrived thirty minutes later. He helped himself to a cup of coffee and talked business with Dennis while I finished packing our bags, made the beds, and slipped into a suit. It had soft gray pants, an ivory vest, and an apricot jacket, and would be perfect for the work following Cleveland. More, my mother would love it. She loved fine things, loved the feel of them against her skin and the sight of them on her daughters, and understandably so. She had known hard times and was pleased they were past.


Once everything was in the car and Dennis had been hugged and kissed and left waving on the front porch of our Cape Cod Georgian, which wasnt on the Cape at all but in a small township just north of Gloucester, we joined the Boston commuters and headed for Logan.


Settling into the seat of Brodys Range Rover, I exhaled.


Tired? he asked softly.



I smiled and shook my head, then moved my hand in a way that contradicted the headshake. Yes, I was tired. And worried. I was also, at that moment, relieved to have Dennis behind me. He hated my traveling, saw it as an imposition on our lives, even in spite of my attempts to minimize the inconvenience. Actually, he hadnt been too difficult this time, more grumpy than belligerent. Maybe he was mellowing. Or feeling bad about my mother. Whatever, there hadnt been any major explosions.


Now, with Brody at the wheel, I could relinquish responsibility for the hour it would take us to reach the airport. Youre a peach to do this, I said, turning my head against the headrest. He was as easy on the eye as he was on the mindlight brown hair, wire-rimmed glasses over deeper brown eyes still soft from sleep. He was loose and laid-back, a welcome balm.


My pleasure, he said. By the way, I think Dennis is onto something with the Ferguson thing. The company has suffered some bad breaks, but it has solid management and mega-brains. It just needs a little money to work with. If Dennis can arrange that, he may have a winner.


I hoped so. He had had too few of them of late, which made my own success with WickerWise more difficult for him. Not that he worked that hard. Not that he wanted to work that hard. But it wouldnt bother me if he hit a bonanza. My own ego needs were small.


I should get the St. Louis franchise contracts back today, Brody went on in his quietly competent way. Once the franchisee is locked in, I can finalize a deal with a builder for the renovation work. Ill have that information faxed to the hotel by the time you get there Wednesday. Hell handle the subs. Do you have the design plans?



I touched the briefcase by my leg. Hard to believe this is number twenty-eight.


It had been twelve years since the first WickerWise had opened. That flagship store still operated out of an abandoned fire station in Essex, a short fifteen-minute drive from the house. It had become the model for a chain of stores that stretched from Nantucket to Seattle. We kept a tight rein on our franchises, Brody and I. All were in freestanding buildingsold schoolhouses, abandoned bars, service stations, general stores, even a retired church or two. That was part of the charm. The rest came from the internal design, based on our central plan, and the presentation of the wicker furniture we sold. Brody and I controlled that, too. All ordering went through us. One of us directed the opening of each franchise and revisited twice yearly.


Twenty-eight franchises, another dozen boutiques in upscale department stores, a wicker plant in central Pennsylvania, rooms in numerous charity show housesit boggled my mind, when I stopped to think about it. So much in so little time, nearly serendipitous. I had potted a tiny plant and it was blooming wildly.


Know where were going? Kikit asked Brody. She had come up from behind to lean around the side of his seat with one little sweatered arm hooked around his large leather sleeve. She should have been sitting back, belted in like Johnny was, but I didnt have the heart to insist when the flight attendants would do it soon enough. Besides, Brody was a good driver, and he loved my kids. If there were an accident, that large leather sleeve would be cinching Kikit to his seat back in no time flat.


Cleveland, I believe, he answered, ever so patient, though we both knew what was to come.


You ever been there?



You know I have, Clara Kate.


Well, tell me anyway.


I went to college in Cleveland, Brody dutifully said. Thats where I met your dad.


And my mom.


And your mom. But first your dad. We were fraternity brothers. He paused. It was part of the game.


Kikit prompted, You raised all kinds of hell.


We were into all kinds of mischief, was what I was going to say, he corrected, prim enough to win one of Kikits sweet little laughs. Then we graduated and went to business school in different places and didnt see each other for a while.


Six years.


You know the story better than me.


I closed my eyes, rested my head back, and smiled. She did, indeed. Brody had continued telling it to her long after Dennis had tired of the repetition.


You and Daddy talked about it a while, then went into business together, but not in Cleveland. Did you know my grandma in Cleveland?


Nope. Didnt meet her until I was living out here.


Is she gonna die?


My eyes flew open. I looked back at Kikit, about to scold her for suggesting such a thing. Then my gaze slid to Johnnys alert face, and I realized that she was only saying what they were both thinking. She did that a lotand I loved her for it, even when it demanded answers I wasnt ready to give.


Not today or tomorrow, Brody answered for me.


But soon? Kikit asked.


Maybe. Shes been sick for a while. Her bodys getting pretty tired.


I get tired sometimes.



The final s had a faint th sound to it, the remnant of a lisp that only appeared at moments of stress. The mention of sickness would do it.


Not the same, Brody said. Not the same at all.


Are you sure?


Absolutely, positively. You get tired like we all get tired. With your grandma, its her age, and the sickness she has.


Cancer.


Cancer.


Kikit took a loud breath. I steeled myself for a deepening of the onslaught, only to hear a long-suffering, Brody, are we going to the circus this year? You promised me we would, but I havent heard anything about it. My friend Lilys going. Sos Alexander Bly. I want to go, too.


I have tickets.


She lit up. You do? When? Are we sitting in the middle like we did last year? That was where all the elephants did that climbing thing, remember that, Brody? It. Was. So. Cool. Joy, Brodys daughter, as distinguished from Kikits doll, is coming, too, isnt she, because it wouldnt be right if we went without her. I want another alligator like Hector, can I get one, Mommy? A purple one this time? I dont care what Daddy says, alligators need to be with other alligators. Can I, please?





Connie Grant had always been a small woman, but everything about her seemed to have shrunk even more in the few weeks since I had seen her last. Size, color, energyall diminished. She was heavily medicated. Her eyes focused only in spurts. The immediate problem, the doctor had explained during one of my calls, wasnt the cancer but her heart. Repair work was out of the question. She was too weak.



She must have called on every last bit of strength she had to be alert for the children, because as soon as Johnny and Kikit took off with my sister, leaving us alone for a spell, she closed her eyes and lay silent.


Heavy-hearted, I sat close by her side. After a few minutes, I began to hum and was rewarded enough by her weak grin to put words to the tune. Connie loved Streisand. Starting with Evergreen, I sang softly until she was rested enough to open her eyes. I finished the last few bars of The Way We Were and smiled.


Her own smile was brief and wan. The look that followed was adult, woman to woman, startlingly acute. It held the truth that I feared, and made me say a fast, Dont even think it.


How not to? she asked in a frail voice. Im not able to do much but lie here and think. Ironic. So much idle time. She closed her eyes, sighed. I was always busy. So busy, with so little to show. Her eyes opened, begging my understanding. Its frustrating, all I wanted to do in life and didnt.


You did tons, I said, starting way back when Daddy died. You were the one who kept us afloat. You held two jobs, worked night and day.


I chased my tail, was what I did. Couldnt seem to get ahead. Like now. I get a handle on the pain, then it hits me again. Im tired, Claire.


It frightened me to hear despair, made me angry, too, because Connie Grant didnt deserve to be dying at sixty-three. She had fought long and hard for a better life, fought even harder when things wouldnt come easy. Oh, Mom. There have been positive things. Lots of them.


You, certainly. She sighed. Rona, I dont know.


You did just fine with Rona.


Shes thirty-eight going on twelve.



Well, then, for a twelve year old, shes a whiz. Shes been here for you, Mom. Much more than I have. I wish I lived closer.


Even if you did, you have a family. You have a business. Rona has nothing.


She has friends.


Theyre as lost as she is. Not a one of them has direction, other than to the beauty shop for a manicure. What would Rona do if she didnt have me to hover over? Two husbands have come and gone, she has no children, no career. I worry about her.


Shes just a little lost. Shell find herself.


Will you watch out for her, Claire? Connie pleaded, more pale than ever. Once Im gone, Rona will have no one but you.


Ill do what I can.


Offer her a franchise.


I have. She wont take it.


Offer it again. Shell go through Harolds money in no time. Poor thing, shes nearly as dependent as I was when your father died. Maybe she needs a scare, like I had. Sad, how history repeats itself. You try to save your children from making the same mistakes you did The ardor that had been holding her up let her down. She sank deeper into the pillows. At least I succeeded with you. Talk to me. Where is this newest franchise?


Content to be distracted, I told her about the St. Louis store and about the International Home Furnishings show in North Carolina. She smiled and nodded, though I sensed her floating in and out. Still, WickerWise pleased her. So, while she lay there with her head turned my way, I told her about the flood damage to be assessed at our franchise in New Orleans, the possible expansion of our franchise in Denver, the franchisee to be interviewed, and potential locations to be visited in Atlanta.



Good, she said at one point, and at another, The more cities the bettervisibility is important, and finally, predictably, and New York?


We had a store in East Hampton that was thriving, but East Hampton wasnt Manhattan, as far as Mother was concerned. She wanted a WickerWise on Fifth Avenue.


Not yet, I said. Maybe in a few years.


Now that would be success. Dont you think so?


I dont know, Mom. Manhattans tough. The overhead alone would be a killer. Maybe a boutique in a department store


All by itself on Fifth Avenue. No less. Now. Tell me everything the children didnt.


I told her about Johnny singing with the church choir, about Kikits Brownie troops flower sale, about their teachers and friends. I talked until she wilted again. She seemed angry this time, resentful of wasting my visit. So I left her to her rest, promising to be back at dinnertime.





Rona was a scant two years my junior. We had grown up sharing a bedroom, clothes, even friends, and we should have been close. That we werent stemmed from the fact that we also shared Connie. Sharing her wasnt hard for me. Connie and I were so much alike that I always came out on top when comparisons were made. Rona was the different one, the one out of sync, the one who wanted Moms approval and tried so hard that she bombed every time. Still she came back for more, determined to get it right.


Thinking to rescue us all from poverty, at twenty she had rushed into marriage to the richest, most eligible bachelor she could find. Three years and two mistresses later, Jerry became her ex. Not to be discouraged, particularly since I was on the verge of marriage, she found husband number two. Harold was the richest, oldest eligible bachelor she could find, and he didnt cheat on her. He died.


My children loved Rona, and she them. While I visited with Mom, she took them to movies, to toy stores, to the science museum, to restaurants where anyone who was anyone in greater Cleveland took their kids. The need to be moving that came across as restlessness when she was with adults, came across as stamina when she was with children. And why not? She was a child herself when she was with them, albeit the one with the open wallet. There was defiance in what she did with Kikit and Johnny, as though the goal wasnt so much to do one thing or another, but simply to do what I wouldnt. Rona might live to please Connie, but she loved challenging me. I was the Scrooge, the disciplinarian. I was, when all was said and done, the cause of her deepest angst.


I was also the one in charge of answering questions, of which there was a nonstop stream. Rona was suspicious, demanding to know what the doctors had told me, convinced they werent telling her half as much. Johnny was evasive, asking about the fate of his grandmothers cat when he couldnt ask about that of his grandmother, but Kikit had no such qualms. If it wasnt, What was in that shot? it was, Did you see her hand shaking? or, Why is the machine beeping that way? or, I heard her cry when they were turning her to the side. Why was she crying, Mommy?


The children joined me at the hospital twice each day, short visits designed to be light and cheery, but they were upset by their grandmothers frailty. So Rona, quite happily, took off with them. My arrival was her escape, which she made no effort to hide. Sometimes she said a dry, Good luck, or a teasing, Well be thinking of you. Other times there was only a look of satisfaction that said it was payback time.


And she was right. Not only was she in the hospital all those days when I wasnt, but she saw a different, more judgmental side of Connie. She was the one who bore the brunt of Connies frustration.


No, I didnt blame her for wanting time off. Given a choice, Id have been anywhere else, too, because it was painful watching my mother die. No matter how often I visited the hospital, each time I turned into that room and saw her suffering, it hit me like the first time. No matter how long I sat studying her pallor, the next visit I was shocked to find her so pale. No matter how deftly I distracted my mind when I wasnt with her or how tired I was climbing into bed, I lay awake grieving.





The children stayed until Tuesday. Saying good-bye to their grandmother was only the first of our trials. We arrived at the airport to learn that incoming planes had been delayed by hurricane rains whipping up the East Coast. Departure times were moved back, and back, and back. I called Dennisat work, at home, once, twice, three timesand left messages when he didnt answer.


Johnny started worrying about missing practice.


Kikit started worrying about Dennis missing their plane.


Their departure time was delayed yet again. I left new messages for Dennis.


Johnny cried that he really didnt want to be benched, because the team they were playing that Saturday sucked, so his had the best chance of winning.


Kikit criedrepeatedlythat Michael, Travis, and Joy were in her suitcase and scared to death of getting lost, and what did happen to luggage during delays?


I wasnt any happier than the children. I didnt like them flying alone to begin with, but when I suggested they wait for better weather the next morning, Johnny got so upset about missing practice that I relented. The airline finally rerouted them through Baltimore, which made Johnny even more nervous, which had him poking at Kikit, who came crying to me, and all I could do was to leave another message for Dennis and put the children on the plane with lingering hugs and the sworn word of the flight attendant that she would hand-deliver them to Dennis at Logan.


I returned to the hospital with one eye on the clock and continued to try Dennis. Mostly, accessing the messages on our answering machine, I heard myself. It wasnt until shortly before their original flight would have landed that I reached him.


Youll be there? I asked, giving him the new information.


Of course Ill be there, he answered.


But he wasnt. The children landed at Logan at six. Dennis didnt arrive until six-forty. He claimed that was the time I had told him.


It wasnt. But arguing was pointless. All I wanted to do was to calm the children as best I could long distance, then fall into bed. I hadnt slept well all week, never did when I was away from home. I was beat.





I put St. Louis off until Thursday to allow an extra day with my mother. One phone call to Brody, and the arrangements were made. Friday, he and I met at the International Home Furnishings show in High Point and put in twelve-hour days from then through Monday, moving from exhibit to exhibit, meeting with sales rep after sales rep. I knew which designs I liked and which would work in our shops. Brody knew which products were well-priced and which would complement our list.


Attuned to my worry about Connie, Brody did Denver and New Orleans for me. I did Atlanta, and, late Tuesday, returned to Cleveland. Rona was thrilled to have the added day off, but I didnt do it for Rona. I didnt even do it as much for Mom as for me. No matter that I was anxious to be home. Connie Grant was the only mother I would ever have. For too long I had lived too far away. Too soon it wouldnt matter.


The children were disappointed, but understanding. They were that way with most all of my traveling, but then, having spent their youngest years toddling around the shop, they felt personally involved in my career. They knew the merchandise, knew the jargon, knew a startling amount about each franchise as it opened. They also knew they could call me wherever I was.


In this instance, having just seen their grandmother, they knew how ill she was. If my being there could make her happier, Kikit vowed, I should stay, even if she was missing me to bits herself.


I wished their father had been half as gracious. He made me swear to be home on the Thursday afternoon flight.





That last Wednesday, Mother seemed stronger. She actually talked of coming east for Thanksgiving, and, while the doctors thought it improbable, I clung to the thought. Meeting Grandma at the airport had become standard holiday fare. The kids counted on her coming. So did I.


She insisted I call them so she could talk, and was disappointed when we got the answering machine. I figured that getting the machine was good news. Dennis must have them out doing something good.


Mothers expression grew wistful. So easy, with those two. Theyre wonderful childrenarticulate, maturedifferent from each other but so special. Youre a better mother than I was.


No, Im not. Ive been lucky, thats all.


Luck has little to do with it. People make their luck.


Maybe some of it. But not all. We have been lucky, Dennis, the kids, and me. Aside from Kikits allergies, weve been healthy. The children have nice friends, they do well in school. Johnny worries me. He pressures himself to do well. But bless him, he does do well.


Takes after his mother, mine said. My friends see your stores all the time. They ask about buying stock. Her brows rose in question.


No, no. No public offering.


Why not?


No need. Were not expanding so fast. I like having control. I like being personally involved with my franchisees. Much bigger, and Ill lose that.


But think of the money.


I already had plenty of money. Connie knew I thought so, since wed had this discussion before. In the past she might have argued anyway. This time, looking weak, she let it ride.


Well, anyway, I am proud of you, Claire.


I knew that. Not once, from my childhood to the present, had her faith in my competence wavered. She trusted me. She believed in me.



I leveled my shoulders. Im proud of me, too.


Is Dennis?


My shoulders didnt stay quite as level. Hard to tell. He doesnt say so in as many words.


Hows his own work?


I wish I knew, but he doesnt say much about that, either. I hesitated. It seemed wrong to be complaining, what with Connie so sick. But she had always been my sounding board, and, damn it, she wasnt gone yet. I dont understand it sometimes. Youd think he would want to toss ideas around. I may not have a business degree like he does, but I do have some sense of what works and what doesnt. But he keeps everything to himself. Like its a power play. Like he wont risk my shooting him down. Fat chance of that. For years and years Ive held my tongue when I doubted something he did.


You should have spoken up.


He would have hated it when I was right and blamed me when I was wrong, no winning for me, nothing for him but wounded male pride. I smiled. Anyway, Brody thinks well of the group he met with last week. With any luck, Dennis will convince them hes the man who can gather the backers to keep them afloat.


Connie didnt argue with my reference to luck that time. Nor did she remind me that, while she wished ever more for me, I was already successful enough in my own right not to need a penny of what Dennis earned. We both took the kind of comfort from that that only people who had once been over-board without a lifejacket could feel.


I do want to see Dennis succeed, she said.


So do I.


Im not ready to die.


Im not ready to let you go.


She gave me another one of those woman-to-woman looks then, and, bound to her as I would never be to another living soul, I felt such a surge of love and grief that my eyes filled and my throat went tight. Beyond love and grief was admiration. Connie Grant was mulish. Hard as life had been, she had always pushed on. Often, now, she was so weak she could barely lift an arm, so nauseated she could barely eat, so riddled with pain she could barely think. Still she refused to die.


Youre a stubborn woman, I said when I could speak.


Well, what choice do I have? she countered. The alternative iswhatdefeatism? But then you end up worse. You dont put dinner on the table by walking away from the kitchen. Your sister never learned that. She could have made something of herself, if she hadnt been so bent on finding the quickest solution. Want a tan? Stand in a booth. Want money? Marry rich. I thought she would have seen me working hard and learned by example. Not Rona. She wants it bigger and better and faster. Well, sometimes that isnt possible. Sometimes the best you can do is the best you can do.


She sank back, momentarily spent. Her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow. While I watched, fearful at first, then calmer, she rested and regrouped. When she opened her eyes, she was mellow. Claire, Claire, youre like my own mother Kate. She was resourceful. Determined. Her eyes took on a faraway cast, her mouth a fond quirk. There was a story. Id nearly forgotten. Sweet Kate and her pearls.


I had never heard about any pearls. Grandmother Kate was dirt poor.


Poor in things, not thoughts. Her pearls were momentsone beautiful one and another and another, strung together on a fine, strong thread. Bits of sand, well, she just brushed them aside and forgot them. Some people, she said, couldnt see the pearls through the sand, or only had the strength of character to push away sand from a few pearls and ended up with chokers. Your grandmother Kates strand was quite long. Yours will be, too. Rona, well, Rona wont apply herself long enough to one thing to create a pearl. Me, she sighed, Im still working at it. Seeing the children, seeing youtheyre good times, Claire. Better than morphine, you know? Youll come see me again soon, wont you, baby?





The story of Grandmother Kates pearls was one of the more philosophical ones my mother had shared. I thought about it through the flight home Thursday, thought of my own pearlswonderful family moments, so many I couldnt count, moments of pleasure and pride at workand suddenly the dislocation I had been feeling all week intensified. I couldnt get home fast enough.


My plane landed on time. The driver was there to meet me on time. Incredibly, my impatience grew. I had been away too long and needed to be home, needed to touch the children, needed to talk with Dennis. I needed to do all those hated things like washing dishes, folding laundry, vacuuming carpets, making beds. Home was my anchor. I needed to be moored.


When I arrived at the house, it was five-thirty, just when I had told the children to expect me. I was surprised that they werent waiting outsidetwo beautiful little pearls of my own, Johnny hanging off the front porch rail, Kikit playing hopscotch along the gently curved walk. It was warm out and still light. Dennis should have had them picked up and home half an hour before.



Sure enough, his car was parked by the garage at the side of the house. I went to the front door with my luggage, and had to use my key, another surprise. Whoever arrived home first usually unlocked both doors for the children, who were then in and out until dusk.


Hello? I called.


I waited for the answering shrieks that usually hailed my arrival from the kitchen straight ahead, or the upstairs, but got none, and the silence was the least of what unsettled me. Aside from my own bags at the very bottom, the stairs leading to the second floor were clean. There were none of the sneakers, backpacks, sweaters, and other miscellaneous items that usually gathered while I was gone.


Hey, you guys, Im home.


I hear, Dennis said, materializing in the doorway of the study on my right. He was holding a bourbon on-the-rocks. It looked to be his first, his eyes were that clear and focused.


Maternal instinctpersonal instinctno matter, I felt a fast unease. Whats wrong? I asked into the silence, knowing that something was and fearing, fearingKikit sick, Johnny injured, Connie gone. Whats wrong? I repeated, whispering this time.


Dennis put his shoulder to the door frame and studied his drink. When he looked back at me, his expression was odd.


Is it my mother?


He shook his head.


Then the kids.


Theyre fine.


Where are they?


At my parents house.


My in-laws lived just over the New Hampshire line, an easy thirty minutes away. I could understand their helping Dennis with the children while I was gone, though not at the very time I was coming home. Johnny and Kikit were as anxious to see me as I was to see them. Should I go pick them up?


No. His voice was as odd as his expression, colder than usual, firmer than usual. I had a sudden flash to another discussion, one wed had several months ago. That one had started with spit and fire before reaching the colder than usual, firmer than usual stage in which Dennis had suggested we separate.


Why not? I asked now, but cautiously.


He took a drink.


Dennis? I didnt like the things I was thinking or feeling. I had argued against a separation that last time, just as I had other times before that, but he looked more self-assured now.


The doorbell rang.


My eyes flew behind me to the door, then back to Dennis. Who is it? I asked when he showed no surprise.


He gestured with the glass for me to open the door, which I quickly did. A pleasant-looking, casually dressed, middle-aged man stood there.


Claire Raphael?


Yes.


He handed me an ordinary business envelope. No sooner had I taken it when he turned and started back down the walk.


The envelope had my name on the front. The return address read the Office of the Constable of Essex County.


I closed the door. With an uneasy glance at Dennis, I opened the envelope.













two






The heading proclaimed the paper a Temporary Order issued by the Probate and Family Court Department of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Essex Division. Denniss name was typed in as the plaintiff, my name as the defendant.


Bewildered, I glanced up at him. He looked totally placid. I read on.




Pending a hearing on the merits or until further order of the court, it is ordered that:


The plaintiff/father is to have the temporary custody of John and Clara Kate Raphael, the minor children of the parties.


The wife is to vacate the marital premises for the weekend beginning forthwith and up until noon on Monday, October 28, at which time all parties are to appear to show cause why the order for temporary custody and vacate should or should not continue.


At said time a hearing will be held to determine temporary child custody and support payment in advance of a final divorce settlement.




The form was dated that day, Thursday, October 24, and signed by E. Warren Selwey, Justice of the Probate and Family Court.


I stared at the paper for the longest time. All I could think was that Dennis was playing a sick joke to drive home the fact that he hated my traveling. But the paper looked realembossed letterhead, blanks filled by an honest-to-goodness typewriter that, I checked, left marks on the backand Dennis wasnt laughing.


What is this? I asked.


It should be clear.


It looks like a court order.


Smart girl.


A court order?


Right in one.


Dennis, I protested and held out the paper. What is it?


Dennis was a showman. What he lacked in business sense, he made up for in good looks and charm and the kind of confident smiles people gravitated toward. As his wife, I knew there was a certain unsureness behind the facade.


At least, there usually was. This time the confidence seemed real. It gave me a chill.


Ive filed for divorce, he said. The court has given me temporary custody of the kids and ordered you out of this house.


Definitely a joke. Youre kidding.


No. That paper makes it official.


I shook my head. It made no sense. Why are the children at your parents house? Its a school night.


My parents live close enough. Having supper with them is a novelty for the kids, and it gives you time to be served and clear out. I dont want them upset.


If you dont want them upset, I said with a hard swallow and held up the paper, what is this all about?


He pushed away from the doorjamb, less patient now. For Christs sake, Claire, its right there. Im suing you for divorce. I repeat. Suing you for divorce. Why wont that register?


My voice rose. I was getting scared. Because it isnt the way two rational people who have been married for fifteen good years behave. People like that approach each other and talk.


I tried. You wouldnt listen. Three times I mentioned divorce. Ill tell you the exact dates if you want. The last time was in August. I said we should separate when the kids got back to school.


He had been upset. A deal hed been working on had just fallen through. At the same time, compounding his humiliation, the second quarter figures for WickerWise had come through looking better than ever. So he had threatened to move out. He did that when he was upset, or humiliated, or frustrated. It was part of the pattern.


I didnt think you were serious.


I was. Very.


Dennis.


Claire, he mocked me and settled against the doorjamb, calm again. It was the calm that got to me, I think. It suggested that Dennis truly had the upper hand here. It put a distance between us, made his voice cold. I want a divorce. Since you havent been willing to hear me, I had to resort to this.


My thoughts were flying every which wayquestions, fears, long-term meanings hitting each other. I struggled to slow them, to separate them, to think sentence by sentence, one step at a time. Even then I was breathless. Okay. If youre serious about separating, we can talk about a trial something, but what is this about custody of Johnny and Kikit? And an order to vacate?


I want the house. I want alimony. I want sole custody of the kids.


What?


You arent a responsible mother.


What?


Good God, Claire, do you want me to spell it out?


Yes, I want you to spell it out. I was getting angry. Enough was enough. Im a perfectly responsible mother. What in the world could you say to a judge to convince him Im not?


Between your mother and your work, youre in a state of personal crisis. The children are suffering.


Suffering how?


Youre never here, for one thing. For another, when you are here, youre so preoccupied with your work you forget the kids.


Kikits ballet class. Weve been over that a dozen times. The store lost electricity. The clocks stopped.


What about the parent-teacher conference you missed?


It was a minute before I realized what he meant. The meeting with Mrs. Stanetti? I didnt miss it. We had to reschedule twice, and then we got our signals crossed.


He held up a hand. She was waiting. You didnt show. And then theres the accident you had last month. The car was totaled. It was a miracle the kids werent killed.


Dennis, that accident wasnt my fault. I was hit by a man who was having a heart attack. The police agree. The insurance company agrees.


The judge doesnt. He agrees with me that if youd been more alert you could have swerved out of the way and not risked your kids lives, speaking of which, Kikit had a whopper of an allergy attack while you were gone.


My insides lurched. When? To what?


Tuesday night. To the frozen casserole you left. What did you put in it, Claire? If anyone is supposed to know what Kikit can and cannot eat, its youand thats not the worst of it. There was no Epi-pen. You must have left it in Cleveland.


I didnt. I packed it. It was right in her bag.


No, it wasnt. I looked. There was nothing there and nothing here. I had to rush her to the hospital. She was wheezing and swelling up the whole way. By the time we got there she was nearly blue.


I pressed my chest. More than anything else, this took my breath. Medicine or no medicine, any attack Kikit had was serious. There was antihistamine and a spare Epi-pen. I always keep extras.


He shook his head. We looked everywhere.


Its in the basement refrigerator. Ive told you that. Is she all right?


They stabilized her, but it took a while. She was crying for you, only you werent there.


I felt a swift fury. I was only as far away as the phone. Why wasnt I called?


I tried to call. You had the cell phone turned off, and your sisters line was busy.


Then later. Or the next day. I used my phone. It was on. And Ronas line couldnt have been busy that whole time. The operator would have cut in if youd said it was an emergencyor you could have called Connies hospital roomor the nurses station. I left all those numbers on the board. You could have reached me if youd wanted to. Id have flown home right away.


Would you have? Youve been gone thirty-four days of the last ninety. You love being on the road. Face it, you do.


I dont. Especially not when one of the kids is sick. You actually counted how many days Ive been gone? How many of those were spent visiting my mother? I would have counted myself, if I hadnt been so upset. Poor Kikit. I knew how her attacks went. There would have been several hours of panic, followed by a swift physical recovery. The emotional one wouldnt be nearly so swift. Until we identified what had triggered the attack, she would be afraid to eat.


And I hadnt been there. She must have thought I had deserted her.


Furious at Dennis for keeping me in the dark, I ran into the kitchen and lifted the phone to call her at my in-laws. Dennis pressed the disconnect button before the call could go through.


Dont. I tried to remove his hand. I need to talk to Kikit.


You need, he said with deadly slowness and fingers like lead, to take your things and leave. Thats a court order, Claire. If you resist it, Ill call the cops.


You wouldnt.


I would, he said, and what I saw in his face as I stood there, so close, made me believe him. He was my husband. He knew me more intimately than any other man. But his face held no warmth, no fondness, nothing to suggest I was special to him in any way. I could have been a stranger to whom he had taken an instant dislike, or someone who had offended him and against whom he was taking revenge.


Just then, he was a stranger to me, too. Youre scaring me, Dennis.



Just leave.


This is my home. Where am I supposed to go?


Youll figure something out, he said with an odd expectancy.


I waited for him to go on. When he didnt, I asked, Like what? It was like he knew something I didnt, like he really wanted to tell me what it was.


He raised an arm to the wall over the phone and gave me a slanted smile. Kikit told me about your run-in with the window washer.


Run-in?


When you came prancing in here in your prettiest Victorias Secret bra and panties while he was doing that huge picture window over there.


I didnt know what that had to do with anything, still I said, I turned around and ran back out the minute I saw him. I was mortified.


You looked good and you knew it.


You think I did it on purpose? Dennis, please. That boy is twenty years old.


Young flesh. Hot flesh.


Hes the big brother of Johnnys best friend, which is why I hired him in the first place. He needed the money.


And got a nice little thrill for a tip. Kikit thought it was funny as anything. Me, I think its a lousy example to be setting for an impressionable little girl. He slid his arm down the wall. I dont think its funny about you and Brody, either.


I drew a blank. Me and Brody what?


Screwing.


Screwing? Me and Brody?


It was a long minute before I could speak, and then it was in a level tone. I couldnt take the charge seriously, it was so absurd. This is madness, Dennis. Whats wrong with you?


The two of you, eating at my craw for months and months. Did you think I wouldnt notice? You touch him all the time.


Touch him?


A hand here, an arm there. And even aside from touching, theres the way you look at each other, the way you talk to each other. Hell, you all but finish each others sentences. You spend more time with him than you do with me or the kids any day.


I doubt thats true, but if youre into counting hours there, too, consider that Brody is my CEO.


A convenient arrangement. Like the office at his house.


The office is at his house, I argued, because you didnt want the office here. I wanted it in the attic, could have had a perfect office in the attic, but you said no, you didnt want phones ringing and people coming and going.


I told you to rent space.


That was five years ago. The business was smaller. Renting seemed extravagant. Id have stayed here in the den if I could have, only I needed more space. So we put the office in Brodys garage. Not his house. His garage.


Youre in his house all the time. Ive seen you. You use the kitchen. You use the bathroom. Ill bet you know his bedroom soup to nuts.


I nearly screamed, he made the picture so dark and dirty. Youre dead wrong. There is nothing going on between me and Brody that doesnt go on all the time with people who work together.


And travel together. To wit, this week. Four nights in High Point.


Working.


Uh-huh. I have telephone records from other trips. For every call to us, there were three to him.


Hes my CEO, I repeated. My business partner.



So why werent those calls made during business hours?


Because I was busy with other people during business hours. Calling home had to come before or after.


Brodys calls sure were after. Nine-forty-five at night. Ten-thirty. Eleven-fifteen.


Thats right. By the time I was done talking with you and the kids, by the time I had something to eat and turned on my laptop and evaluated what Id done that day and listed what my second in command needed to know and what I needed to ask him, and taking time differences into account, it was that late. I knew I sounded defensive, but Denniss charges were so unfair that I couldnt let them stand.


Nice that Brody didnt mind.


Hes a night owl like me.


And how do you know that?


The same way you do. Because Brody is our closest friend! I pushed a hand through my hair, like that would straighten everything out. My mind was jumbled up, not the least of it from the realization that Dennis had to have been planning all this, gathering arguments for a long time. Telephone records? Brody and me? Brody was your college roommate. Youve known him almost twenty-five years. He was your business partner long before he was mine. He was your best man. Hes our kids godfather, their favorite uncle, and, yes, okay, hes my best friend. If youre jealous of all that, Im sorry


Jealous? He can have you! Sex between you and me was mediocre at best!


I felt Id been hit in the stomach, actually bent at the middle. You never complained about sex with me. You couldnt get enough.


Damn right. It was like pulling teeth. Either you were exhausted, or up late working, or listening for one of the kids to be sick


Hold it! I rarely put you off, and you never had sex without coming, so what is your complaint? Dont throw stereotypes at me, Dennis. No matter how busy I was, I made time. We had sex plenty.


Quantity. Not quality.


I prayed to the ceiling. Good God, whats going on here?


This, Dennis said, slapping the paper that hung from my hand. When I took a step back, he swung in front of the phone. I was too stunned to react when he put the receiver to his ear and punched in a call, then befuddled when he gave our address and said, Get someone here fast. It wasnt until he hung up the phone that I realized what hed done.


My husband, who had given me a hug and waved me off barely two weeks ago without a hint of his plans, had just called the police.


Dennis. I fought panic. My God, Dennis. Youre burning bridges, here.


Leave.


What are you doing to our lives?


Youve done it, not me.


I need the children, they need me.


They have me, now.


Now? Now? All of a sudden? Where have you been for the last nine years? I want my children.


Tell it to the judge on Monday. In the meantime, I want you out.


But Im your wife.


According to the court, were formally separated.


I was having trouble breathing, felt more battered with each thing he said. And the way he said it. So uncaring? So blunt? So fixed? I didnt understand this Dennis. But I did understand that I was about to lose what meant more to me than anything in the world. So I pleaded, There has to be a better way. For the childrens sake. A gentler way. They knew I was coming home today. How will you explain my absence? How will I explain it? And when? I need to see them, Dennis. It cant wait until Monday.


That court order


I dont care about that court order, I care about my kids! I was starting to cry, but I didnt care about that either, not even when the doorbell rang. I was on his heels all the way to the front. Theyre terrific kids. Theyre well-adjusted and secure. Theyre happy. What youre doingthe way youre doing itis going to screw them up, it cant help but screw them up. Youre going to ruin them, Dennis!


She wont leave, Dennis told the police officer. It was Jack Mulroy. We knew him and he knew us, ours was that small a town.


Im their mother, I told Jack through sniffles and swipes at tears that kept coming. I love my children. They love me. Some judge Ive never met cant justjust order me out of my own home, away from my own kids!


Jack opened a hand for the court order that was crushed in my fist. I uncurled my fingers and gave it to him. He would understand, I reasoned. He had helped me once when Kikit had had a bad attack. He had helped me another time when Dennis had been away and our burglar alarm had sounded in the dead of night. He knew I was a decent person. He knew that I loved my children and wouldnt ever, ever do anything to hurt them. He knew that I didnt deserve to be booted out of my own home. He was a law enforcement officer. He believed in justice.


Im afraid you do have to leave, he said. This is official. I cant nullify a court order.



But its wrong. I havent done anything wrong.


Youll have to say that in court on Monday.


I cant wait until Monday. Dont you see? If I do, the damage will be done, the kids will be hurt. I looked at Dennis. There has to be a better way.


He folded his arms on his chest.


Dennis, I begged.


Please, Mrs. Raphael, said Officer Mulroy. Dont make this harder than it has to be. Are these your bags? Here, Ill carry them to your car.


I was half hysterical. My car was totaled. I havent bought a new one yet.


Theres a rental in the garage, Dennis told Jack. The keys are there.


Jack took my arm. I took it back. I returned the rental car before I left, I told Dennis.


I rented another for you yesterday.


Jack touched my arm again. I dont want to have to call for support, he said so quietly that I knew he was embarrassed, but the reality of the situation hit me then, good and well.


If I didnt leave, I would be removed.


If I had to be removed, Dennis would tell the judge.


If that happened, the judge might believe I was out of control, and if he believed that, I might lose my kids.


Arms, legs, insideseverything seemed to be shaking. I pulled a tissue from my pocket and pressed it to my nose, took a deep breath that was part sob, and thought of what my mother had said, incredibly, not twenty-four hours before. Well, what choice do I have? she had asked about having to deal with her bodys betrayal.


My body wasnt betraying me. My husband was. Well, what choice do I have? I could panic. I could scream and yell and rail against a system that was making me do something I didnt want to do. Or I could seek a remedy.


Ignoring Dennis, I said to Jack in a small voice, Im not sure what to do. Ive never been in this situation before.


You need to leave here. Thats the first thing. Cars in the garage?


I nodded, pressing my lips together to keep them from trembling. I didnt want to cry anymore. Not in front of Dennis. Not in front of Jack.


I knelt to slip the strap of my carry-on to my shoulder. Jack took the larger bag. Is this everything youll need? he asked.


Having lived out of these two bags for the past thirteen days, I could manage for another three. Besides, I couldnt have picked out and packed other clothes if my life had depended on it.


I didnt look at Dennis, didnt speak to Dennis, didnt trust myself not to cry or beg or snarl. Concentrating solely on reaching the car without falling apart, I led Jack through the kitchen and the mudroom to the garage.


The rental car was the burgundy color that I liked and Dennis hated. I found that ironic, along with the fact that he had rented another car rather than putting me in a cab. I had been planning to get a rental myself tomorrow, and buy something within the week.


Jack stowed the bags in the trunk. I slid behind the wheel and fumbled around for things like the ignition switch, the headlights, the gear shift. Somehow I managed to back out. I pulled around until I was beside the police cruiser, rolled my window down, and waited for Jack to reach me.


When he did, he said, You need to see a lawyer as soon as possible. His voice held greater sympathy now that we were out of the house. I wanted to believe he was on my side after all. You have to put together a case by Monday to convince the judge you should be the one in the house with the children. Do you know of a good lawyer?


A lawyer. I hadnt thought that far. A divorce lawyer. The thought shook me. A family law specialist. I wanted to cry.


The only lawyer I had experience with was the one who did the WickerWise contracts, but he didnt do this kind of work. I supposed he could recommend someone who did. But then Id have to tell him why I needed it, and I didnt want to do that.


I did know of someone else, though. He was one of Bostons more prominent divorce lawyers. I had taken notice of him not because I knew anyone who had used him, but because he was the brother-in-law of my Philadelphia franchisee. Given the connection, I was sure he would see me quickly.


First, though, I wanted to see my kids.


Jack nixed the idea. I wouldnt. Youre upset. Theyll pick up on it. Besides, whatll you tell them?


I opened my mouth, then shut it. I didnt know what I would say. It seemed important, for the childrens sake, that Dennis and his parents and I coordinate our stories, but I had no idea what they had already said.


It might be easier if I call them on the phone. I could fudge it, could say I was delayed in Cleveland or something. Am I allowed to do that?


The court order doesnt forbid it, but if your husband doesnt want it, you may have trouble getting through. Things like phone calls and visitation rights will be spelled out next Monday.


Visitation rights? Unreal.


Kikit has a birthday party on Saturday. I have to take her to buy a present. And what about Johnnys game? Am I allowed to go?



Talk that over with your lawyer. Youre allowed. But maybe you ought to speak with Dennis first. Whos representing him?


I have no idea.


Your lawyer can find that out pretty quick.


Panic was creeping in again. Im a responsible mother. I havent put my kids at risk any more than any mother who lets them out of the house to play. This is crazy. So is talk of a divorce. Dennis didnt say one word when I left here a week ago last Friday. We were on perfectly good terms. We talked on the phone while I was away. I looked at the house, my house, the one from which Id been banned. This is mind boggling.


See a lawyer. You have until Monday to appear in court. Theres your chance to change things.




I headed north, toward New Hampshire and the children. It wasnt a conscious decision, just where my heart directed the car. My mind was preoccupied replaying what had happened at the house. It wasnt until I reached the highway that I came to the part where Jack Mulroy asked what I would say to the kids.


I pulled to the side of the road and ran through the possible scenarios. Each one ended with either the children crying or me crying or me yelling at their grandparents or their grandparents calling the police. The last seemed unlikely. I had always had an amicable relationship with my in-laws. But I thought I had with Dennis, too, and look what he had done. My faith was shaken. I couldnt be sure that the people I trusted would behave rationally.


But the kids were my first priority. What mattered most was that they wouldnt be traumatized before Dennis and I could work things out. I needed advice
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