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There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,

The earth and every common sight,

To me did seem

Appareled in celestial light,

The glory and the freshness of a dream.



from: “Ode” by William Wordsworth
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The phone rang in the dark. This couldn’t be good.

Since given her hearing (that’s how she always thought of it—as a gift), the phone’s ring was the one sound her brain never learned to calm. It still sent jolts through her body that went to her toes. The new jingles on the cellphones were gentler; but she never found them real, thought their sound and whatever words that followed ephemeral, the mist of dreams. In any case this was the house phone, anchored by a landline, an old brown corded model carted up here from Atlanta in the SMALL APPLIANCES box. It possessed only one ring in two volumes—loud and louder. And this had to be the louder setting, leftover from when it had been on the white wicker table on the sun porch at the other house. She’d have to remember to change the setting tomorrow. She reached out in the dark and found the phone with her left hand. She brought the receiver to her ear on that side, the one where she’d left the processor attached and switched on.

“Hello,” she said, her voice somehow clear and awake.

“Mom!”

Leah sighed. But of course—who else could it have been? Whitfield? Mama? No, never at this hour. Only Jasper, and he in England, five hours ahead so that she might forgive him the rudeness though she’d have forgiven him anyway, had been since the start of his time. “Dear.”

“She left.” Though only two syllables, the second one cracked. The sound cut her deep.

Leah heard herself say, “Who?”—her second choice of responses. Her first was I know—because she did know, had known from the start that Lauren Hunter would leave her son with his heart shattered into little pieces. But how could she tell him that then? And now it was too late to warn. This was the price of love—his, hers.

“Lauren, Mom. Lauren left!” He was shouting through his tears, shouting all the way from England.

“I know.”

“How could you know?”

Were this a sincere question, it would take her years to answer, a lifetime’s learning. Could she ever answer it? She didn’t know. But if her son were willing to listen, she would try. But it wasn’t a sincere question. Jasper couldn’t listen now, not to her advice or anyone’s. He was twenty-two. “I meant that I understand what you said, that it was Lauren.”

“She left!”

“I know.”
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After she set the receiver back in its cradle, she didn’t try to go back to sleep. The first hints of dawn were pushing in around the bedroom’s honeycombed blinds. She rose, took the silk robe from where it was draped across the back of the chair, and pulled it over her shoulders, over the yellow seersucker pajamas. She abandoned her slippers, down there in the dark shadows beside the bed. She walked barefoot across the soft carpet and onto the cool and smooth hardwood floors, down the hallway and into the kitchen. She skipped the light switch. Her eyes had adjusted to the pale early light. She placed a mocha latte pod in the single-serving coffee dispenser, slid a pottery mug under the neck, and pushed the power button. She waited almost rapt for the familiar sound of the water rising to a boil, the bubbling through the flavored grounds like an animal breathing, then trickling down into the mug (and you know what that sounded like), the predictable sequence ending slowly with a gurgling like dying.

At that sound, its cessation, she switched off the one processor she’d kept on since last night. She always had her left processor—magnetically attached to the cochlear transmitter implanted on the left side of her skull, just behind the ear, one of two such devices, for each ear deaf since birth, surgically implanted sixteen years ago—switched on whenever she slept alone, which was almost all the time now that they’d bought this cottage and she’d moved up here to live by herself with Whitfield staying in Atlanta and coming up one or two weekends a month. Even though it was uncomfortable sleeping with a processor stuck to her skull, Whitfield insisted and she obeyed—“for her safety” that she might hear a smoke detector’s shriek or a police officer’s knock, or the ring of the phone carrying urgent news. But right now she was weary of sound, worn down by its weight. She returned to the world she’d occupied for her first forty-two years, a world unencumbered by audio impulses to the brain.

She took her coffee and walked out onto the screened porch overlooking the eighth fairway. The coarse wood decking prickled her feet, a feeling that was somehow reassuring in its intensity. She sat on one of the chairs arrayed around the table, their brightly colored floral cushions muted to grays and beiges in the dim light. The cushion was spongy and soft, the metal arms cool and damp with dew. The air, even here inside the screens, was laden with the forward-leaning, life-embracing wildness of a world caught up in summer’s rush toward growth and reproduction, toward the storing up of food for the winter or the propagation of genetic material for future generations. Leah thought the word fetid but knew that wasn’t quite right. Fecund would be better but missed the indwelling earthiness and stillness of fog that embraced her. It wasn’t entirely pleasant or comfortable, but the emergence of life from simple elements crushed together rarely was peaceful or easy to witness or perform. There’d been a time when she’d not only happily observed this riot but easily lived within its sway. What had happened to that Leah? Where had she gone?

She looked past the dark trunks of tall pines standing like soldiers just outside the porch. Beyond the gently undulating fairway marked by varying heights of tailored grass—a strip of tall rough, then short rough, then the wide groomed fairway, then low rough again, then high—to clusters of azaleas long past their bloom gathered around tall pines like schoolchildren huddled around their teacher. And low diaphanous ribbons of mist threaded their way through these clumps, banded them to themselves and each to another. There was order in this dreamlike picture. And there was life.

To the east, dawn slowly approached.
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Though she entered the small anteroom directly from a gusty downpour, the young woman showed none of the expected signs of being chased by nature or inconvenienced in the least. She pushed the heavy oak door shut, leaning her whole body against a burst of wind till the iron latch settled into its hook. She stepped aside to give clear passage to any additional visitors out of the storm then pulled back the hood of her dark blue wool-lined windbreaker. There were streaks of water running over her fair-skinned cheeks but her golden hair was dry, seemed to absorb all the light in the dim room then give it back twice fold. She unzipped the coat and slid it off, shook it gently twice over the brick floor before hanging it on a peg beside several other oilskin slickers and raincoats. She slipped off the large backpack she carried and set it on the floor below her coat. She was dressed in hiking boots, jeans, and a thick gray sweater with a cowl neck. Her boots and jeans were wet below the knee, but the rest of her appeared dry and neatly composed given the sudden squall she’d just endured.

She gazed around the large open room that spread forth from where she stood. Like the anteroom, it had an uneven brick floor. It was low ceilinged with rough beams carrying the floor above, and dark with only two small soiled windows to either side of the entry. The remains of a fire smoldered in the large stone fireplace at one end of the room, the embers flaring bright when she opened the door only to settle back into their somnolent simmer after the door closed. There were benches, wooden chairs, and a few small tables scattered randomly around the room. They were all empty this late in the morning—all of last night’s roomers long since departed, today’s tenants not yet arrived.

The only person in the room was an elderly woman with her gray hair pulled tight to her skull and tied up in a bun at the nape of her neck. She sat behind a long table centered on the back wall of the room, a newspaper spread out before her. But she wasn’t looking at the paper. At the moment she was staring with unabashed curiosity at the new visitor. The girl was clearly American, yet she lacked either the bold swagger or the feigned reticence typical of that nationality. She moved with a grace and composure that was unusual not only for a Yank but for anyone, based on her many years of careful observation running this boarding house with her husband. The woman wondered if there were an adoring boyfriend or doting father about to burst through the door after parking the car down the street. That would explain part of the girl’s self-possession. But if so, why did she seem so free, so unencumbered by the world and its myriad obstacles?

The young woman caught her staring and returned the gaze with a nod and a smile. She checked around her to be sure she’d left the anteroom in its former order then walked across the room with an easy and focused confidence.

The woman stood and said, “Good morning, dear. How can I help you?”

The girl nodded thanks then extended her hand. It held a three by five index card. The woman took the card and read its handwritten message. My name is Leah Fulcher. I am deaf but can read lips. Please speak slowly and to my eyes. Thank you. The woman glanced up from the card with the typical mix of surprise and confusion and something between fear and pity. Many times strangers would simply turn from Leah and walk away, still holding the card, incapable of processing the information or the request.

But the elderly woman’s profession and maternal benevolence blocked such rudeness. She quickly regained her composure and followed the written guidelines. “Welcome to Eagle’s Nest. My name is Mary, owner of the inn. Would you like a room?”

Leah smiled and nodded. She held up two fingers.

“Two people?”

Leah shook her head then took the card from the woman and wrote on the back—two nights, one person.

Mary nodded. “All our rooms are double occupancy. If we are full, you will have a roommate.”

Leah nodded understanding. She was used to sharing a room.

The woman hesitated then said, “There’s a small room next to ours.”

Leah gently lifted Mary’s chin so that her lips were facing forward, not down.

Mary blushed. “Sorry.” She repeated, “There is a single next to our apartment. My daughter used to stay there but not now. You can have that if you like.”

Leah noted an ever slight wince in the old woman’s eyes at mention of her daughter. She would have been happy to stay in a shared room but accepted Mary’s kind offer with an enthusiastic nod.

“I will have to get the maid to freshen the sheets and put out towels. You can use our bath.”

Leah nodded then pointed toward a bench in front of one of the windows. She’d wait there.

“Just be a few minutes,” Mary said. She turned to find the maid.

Leah brushed her hand to pause her. She looked back. On the card, Leah had written Thank you for your kindness.

Mary felt a lump rise in her throat; she couldn’t imagine why. She managed a minimal affirmation of the message then turned and headed up the stairs that opened in the wall beyond the table.

Leah collected her backpack from the anteroom before sitting at the bench. She’d intended to pull out her paperback copy of Wordsworth’s The Prelude. She’d finished “Book One” last night and was anxious to start the next section. But before retrieving the volume, she glanced out the window and lost herself in a remarkable mix of images and impressions. In the foreground beyond the glass, large drops of rain slanted steeply to the right, propelled by a howling gust of wind. These sideways drops sparkled each as huge diamonds in the brilliant light of the sun that appeared from between two massive dark clouds that parted above the slate roofs of the shops and houses across the narrow lane. Shadowed figures scurried before the shopfronts like specters in the dream being displayed. Suddenly the scene went dark, and the haze on the window or of the glass reflected back Leah’s startled gaze. She smiled at her face then reached out and ran a finger over the nose and lips on the glass. So intense was the vision that she felt that finger coursing over her actual skin, laying there a trail of memory, of feeling quite beyond anything that real touch might have produced.

Her finger paused at her reflected lips; and she wondered for just an instant what it would be like to speak, to tell aloud of this vision. There had been a time, years ago, when she often wondered what it might be like to speak actual words that could be understood, not the guttural noises she used to make that caused anyone within hearing to shudder and wince (she’d long since ceased such expression, would now not even cry out in pain or surprise, had trained herself to stamp her foot or clap her hands when in need of immediate help or attention). But just now, for the briefest of moments, she wished she could speak to describe what she had witnessed—diamonds falling from the sky to collect around ghosts too harried to see the riches accumulating at their feet.

The sun reappeared and her reflection vanished. Her finger still pressed against the glass but now produced a quite different sensation. Gone was the touch to her lips. Now she felt the cool glass that was almost but not quite smooth, embedded by microscopic bubbles of air frozen in time and space at the instant of the liquid sand’s transitioning to a solid decades or perhaps centuries previous. Did those tiny air pockets somehow hold locked within the memory of the world that fashioned them, of the apprentice or the master craftsman staring down as the liquid cooled. And if they held that picture locked within, what would it look like? Who would it see? Leah not so much thought this as felt it, all in an instant, carried by the nerve impulses transmitted from finger to brain, vivid beyond normal touch.

Then this too disappeared, replaced by the sight that suddenly formed beyond her hand of a brilliant rainbow arced across the dark clouds west, moving like the boxcars of a trudging freight train headed south above the churning whitecaps of the invisible Irish Sea, oblivious to the proximity of the vibrant colored arc.

And just as quickly, Leah’s hand still paused on the glass was covered by another hand, this one of long, fine fingers but the skin dappled by the liver spots of old age. Mary, wishing to alert her first tenant of the day that her room was ready, had been momentarily perplexed about how to get a deaf girl’s attention without frightening her. She’d settled on laying her hand gently atop the one splayed on the glass.

And Leah wasn’t startled. Instead, it seemed her hand had been awaiting that touch for a long, long time, a lifetime perhaps—the warmth and softness and almost ethereal brush. Beneath her consciousness, her skin’s memory recalled her older sister Brooke spending many hours in their childhood treating Leah to the idle pastime they called “tickle flesh,” where Brooke would touch Leah’s fingers, hand, and wrist so lightly it seemed of another world, an angelic visitor or heavenly messenger. But if so, what was the message?

This day, the message was Mary’s smiling face followed by the tilt of her head in the direction of the hallway that led to the residence quarters at the back of the building. Leah thought to reach for her backpack laying at her feet then go gather up her coat, hopefully somewhat drier but probably not. But before acting on this intent, she left her hand on the glass, beneath Mary’s another heartbeat or two. And in that pause, she recalled the rainbow beyond her hand and the glass. She looked up at Mary, smiled, and thrust her chin toward the world outside.

Mary looked then laughed like a child. “You must go look for the pot of gold,” she said.

Leah couldn’t read her lips sideways and from below, but somehow she understood the message. That was her whole purpose here, after all—in a manner of speaking, or feeling.
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When she roused the cup cradled in her hands was cool. The sun had risen behind the house and its rays angled steeply through the pines, fighting with the lingering mist for preeminence, ownership of the earth. At the moment, a stalemate entailed. But there was no question which would win this battle. It was bound to be another stifling day.

Leah leaned forward in her seat and set the cup on the table. She rubbed her hands over her eyes and cheeks and back through her hair that was graying above the temples but still mostly her lifelong gold. Her left hand brushed the processor and she recalled she’d turned it off. She left it so, still not ready for sound, even the soft bird calls and gentle squirrel chatter of early morn. She set her hands in her lap. The cotton of her pajamas was damp, more absorbent of the vapor than her skin or robe. How can life attach itself to cloth but not to me? A wren landed on the bench beside the fairway. It rose on its toes and sent forth a call that might have been either melodious or shrill. It settled back, twitched its wings, turned its head, rose again to send forth more sound. A second wren landed on the bench back, flitted about the first in what might have been a scolding or a reassurance but probably was neither, most likely was an action or a language incomprehensible to human understanding. But the birds’ sharing, whatever its nature, affected Leah. She felt at home with them, knew their life in a way she no longer knew her own. The wrens—both together—disappeared in an unsettling instant. A downy woodpecker appeared on a nearby pine trunk, scampered upside-down up then back down again, circling the wide trunk in its march—appearing, disappearing, appearing again. From a higher limb, a squirrel dropped a pine cone.

“Leah!”

She jerked herself out of her daze, straightened in the chair. Had she accidentally turned on her processor? 

“Where have you been?”

She looked quickly around herself, to the outside of the porch then behind to the house. The doors to the kitchen were closed, and there was no one visible beyond the screened walls of the porch.

Then she recognized the voice and realized she’d not inadvertently switched on her one processor. This voice didn’t come from anywhere proximate.

Brooke laughed. “Didn’t recognize your only sister’s voice, huh? Then again, for the longest time I didn’t have a voice, not for you. Would you rather I signed?” She laughed again.

Her sister Brooke, two years her senior, had been dead almost three years. They’d been inseparable as children, with Brooke charged with taking care of her deaf little sister and Leah charged with watching over the impulsive and rebellious Brooke. Then they’d drifted apart in adulthood, each directed toward spouses and children, only to renew their closeness as Brooke battled pancreatic cancer. By then Leah had her hearing, and heard her sister’s insistent but surprisingly soothing voice just fine. Yet in the end most of what they shared was unspoken. How could it be otherwise?

“You know, I’ve been thinking,” Brooke said. “Don’t laugh—it’s true! You don’t get to do all the thinking for us! And what I’ve been thinking is you and I should get away, go somewhere—just the two of us. The kids are grown. Whitfield’s got his houses, Dave his clinics. If they get lonely, they can have their own outing—play eighteen holes, drink some beers, grill a steak: whatever it is guys do when they’re too old to chase tail anymore.” She chuckled to herself, imagining her husband and brother-in-law—one with an arrhythmic heart, the other with bad knees—in slow-motion, gasping pursuit of a couple of high-spirited girls, one with brown hair, the other with blond. “They’ll figure it out. You and me got to get away, girl! It’s been forever!”

Leah saw clearly her hands holding the urn out over the swirling ocean inlet, glancing once at Brooke’s daughters Jodie and Penni—Jodie beside her partner, Penni holding her infant daughter—before looking back toward the water and inverting the urn and watching her sister carried into oblivion on the wind and ocean chop.

“What do you say? Just the two of us on an adventure, like the old days.”

Leah exhaled slowly, closed her eyes, let the tears fall where they may, splashing on her wrists and forearms, burning hot.
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Mary led Leah down a long hall and through an interior doorway into a simple and small one-family residence. To the right was a sizable kitchen with long wide counters and a heavy butcher-block table in the middle; and to the left was a modest family room with a couch, a recliner, and a small TV with a rabbit-ear antenna. Beyond these open rooms was another hallway. Mary pointed
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