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Love, Louisa

Barbara Metzger


To Louisa, I miss you still. And to all lost friends, forever. 


Chapter One

On the night of their engagement party Louisa cracked up her fiancé’s car. The relationship went downhill after that, but not as fast as Howard’s beloved Porsche went down that steep, icy slope. The Porsche might have fared better if not for the garbage truck at the bottom of the hill, and the engagement might still have flourished, if not for the money, the wedding, and Howard’s mother.

“My mother? How the hell did my mother get into the discussion about paying for the car?” Howard was pacing the Manhattan apartment they shared on East Fortieth. Out one tenth-floor window you could almost see the FDR Drive and the East River; from the other, the new condo being built across the street. Howard jerked the verticals shut on the construction, offended by the disorderly scene. He was not much better pleased with the sight of Louisa in her sweatpants and faded T-shirt, with her yellow-pad lists of wedding guests spread all over the table. “She wasn’t the one who backed her piece of Japanese junk into my Porsche.”

Of course not. If Irene, as Mrs. Silver insisted her future daughter-in-law call her, had tried to back her huge Cadillac down that ridiculously long, icy Great Neck driveway, she would have flattened the Porsche. Louisa refrained, quite nobly she thought, from mentioning again that if Howard had had the hand brake on his car fixed, the damn thing would not have budged at a mere tap from a Toyota, which piece of junk, incidentally, hadn’t sustained so much as a scratch. Louisa also stopped herself from pointing out that if Irene had not spent the engagement party finding fault with Louisa’s dress, hair, and friends, Louisa just might not have been in such a hurry to leave. What she did do was point at the four yellow pads with her pen. “It’s the wedding, Howard. If your mother didn’t insist we have such a big affair, I could afford to help pay what the insurance won’t.”

The insurance company, it seemed, did not have as great an appreciation for Howard’s classic sports car as Howard had. What they were offering was book value on a totaled wreck, not payment for painstaking rebuilding. The decision rankled Howard, but not as much as his asking for her money rankled Louisa. He earned a lot more, had more money in the bank and the mutual funds, and wasn’t paying nearly enough toward the wedding his mother wanted for her only son. His mother had offered plenty of advice, but she hadn’t offered to pay for anything except the flowers—if she got to pick them out. Louisa’s widowed mother was buying the extravagant wedding gown—that Irene insisted on helping select, since Louisa’s own mother was living in Florida. On a fixed income.

“You know I can barely pay for that orchestra your mother wants. If she adds one more name to her list, we’ll have to cut back on the sushi bar.”

“Mother only has our best interests in mind. Those people can be a great help to my career.”

Howard was already a successful tax attorney, working long days, nights, and weekends. If he were any more successful, Louisa would never get to see him at all, except at the law firm, the same one where she was personnel director. They’d had that argument before, too, so she did not bring it up again. “I don’t see what the issue is here, anyway. In two months what I have is yours, and vice versa. So all this talk of who pays for what, the wedding or the car, the rent and the honeymoon, is silly. Isn’t it?”

Howard fiddled with her notepads, making neat stacks out of her scraps of paper. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that pre-nup thing again.”

Louisa barely glanced at the table, knowing she’d have to start all over again, now that he’d put her lists out of order. “I thought we decided we didn’t need one?”

“Yes, but I’ve been thinking. It might be best, you know, to protect you.”

“Me? You’re the one with investments, profit sharing, and pensions. I’ll be out of a job when we marry.”

The company’s policy did not let married couples work together, so Louisa was already training her replacement.

“You’ll have no trouble getting another job,” he answered, which was no answer at all, of course. He moved to stare out the window, the one that showed a corner of the East River, if you craned your neck around the dark Con Edison plant.

“I’ll never make half your income.”

“Exactly. If we have a contract, you won’t have to worry about getting your fair share of my earnings, in case we get a divorce.”

“Howard, we’re not even married yet and you’re thinking about a divorce?” Louisa put her pen down and went to join him at the window.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I just want things to be above board, with no confusion.” He did not turn to meet her eyes, though.

Louisa put her arms around him from behind and rested her head against his back. “You do love me, don’t you, Howard?”

“Of course I do, sweetheart.”

*

Howard loved Louisa so much, he saved her from a bad marriage. He didn’t show up for the wedding.

Louisa knew there was a problem when Irene’s flowers did not arrive at the North Shore Inn that afternoon. Neither did Irene, the groomsmen, or the ring bearer, Howard’s cousin’s son. The photographer kept glancing at his watch. How many pictures of the bride checking her frilly garter could he take? Louisa took the silly, scratchy, useless thing off so she could pace better, almost mowing down her mother and Bernie, her mother’s Florida boyfriend. Louisa would not think about where those two had spent the last night. Bernie in a tuxedo instead of his Bermuda shorts was enough of a revelation.

Louisa’s brother-in-law Jeff was drinking, her sister Annie was nagging at her kids to stay clean, the kids were picking on each other and whining…and Louisa was pacing. “Stop that,” her mother ordered. “You’re making me dizzy. Besides, you’ll get sweat rings under your arms. How will that look?”

Louisa listened to her mother as well as her niece and nephew did to theirs. She kicked her gown’s trailing satin train out of her way as she turned and headed back across the room adjoining the reception hall.

“How did Howard seem yesterday?” Annie wanted to know, or else she just wanted to distract Louisa. “Maybe he got sick and he’s in a hospital somewhere. Should we call his mother’s house?”

The implication that Howard would have called his mother from the emergency room instead of Louisa was not lost on anyone. Louisa scowled at her sister and snatched a glass away from her nephew before he could drink his father’s cocktail. “He was fine in the afternoon, getting ready for the bachelor party. I am sure someone would have notified me if he’d had a heart attack or something.”

“So he could have had too much to drink and overslept?”

“Mama, it’s four o’clock in the afternoon. No one oversleeps that long, not on their wedding day.”

No, Howard hadn’t had an accident on the Long Island Expressway, hadn’t fallen down in a drunken stupor and broken his head, and hadn’t run off with some hired stripper. He must have spent the whole day calling his friends and business associates, for none of them showed up at the catering hall. Only Louisa’s friends and family arrived, huddled together on one side of the big wedding parlor while, behind a screen, the Itzhak Perlmanpriced violinist played over and over the same pieces Louisa had selected four months ago. For what she was paying him, Louisa thought the maestro ought to know more than three songs. She sent her niece and nephew behind the screen to tell him to play something else.

The baby’s breath in Louisa’s upswept blond hair was gasping its last when the inn’s manager finally brought Howard’s message. The poor man was pale and shaking, wringing his hands—and that was before Louisa threw up on his feet.

Howard thought she deserved better. He thought she’d be happier without him. He thought Louisa would come to agree with him.

Louisa thought she was going to die. Right there, in front of her nearest and dearest and a dozen waiters who couldn’t hide their smirks. Her mother was weeping in Bernie’s arms—at least one of them had someone to comfort her—and Annie was apologizing to the violinist for the spilled ginger ale. She was sure his violin could be wiped clean. Annie’s husband Jeff pressed a glass into Louisa’s hands. “If you love me, this is hemlock,” she told him.

It wasn’t. It was the pricey champagne that was supposed to be the wedding toast, the one thing that could have been returned if it was unopened. Louisa drank it down without admiring its bouquet or bubbles. Then she pulled the veil off her head, jerked the buttoned train off her gown, and marched into the big room and down the white-runnered aisle, by herself, to The Flight of the Bumblebee. It seemed appropriate.

Despite the lump in her throat and the tears flowing down her cheeks destroying what the professional makeup artist had applied hours ago, Louisa ordered the rest of the champagne bottles opened and served. “As a…as a t-toast to my 1-lucky escape,” she managed to get out before collapsing into the arms of the judge who was to have performed the wedding ceremony. His black robe was now smeared with the remnants of her makeup, but at least she hadn’t thrown up on him too, she thought proudly, accepting another glass of champagne after he helped her to a seat.

Everyone was watching her, but she couldn’t look back, not to see the pity there. They were all expecting her to crawl away, she knew, to weep and moan and have hysterics. She would not give him—the absent, abysmal ass Howard—the satisfaction. Louisa wiped her eyes and raised her chin. She’d paid for the damn wedding, and, by god, she was going to hold the damn wedding, even if it killed her. She could have a nervous breakdown tomorrow.

She turned around and held up her glass while the waiters scurried about with trays of stemmed glasses. Jeff, thankfully, shouted, “To Louisa, who was too good for that mama’s boy anyway.”

Everyone cheered, and again, when she had the head waiter announce that the reception was going on, with hors d’oeuvres being served on the terrace.

The food was superb, as artfully balanced on the plates as a Calder mobile. Louisa did not eat.

The music was lively, with no YMCA’s, horas, or macarenas. Louisa did not dance.

The champagne kept coming, replaced by two kinds of wine and then cordials. Louisa did not let a pourer pass by.

The company was friendly. After all, they were mostly related, or had known each other forever. The few strangers, escorts and such, were soon made welcome by the small group. Louisa did not mingle. Buffered by her mother and sister, insulated by her brother-in-law and Bernie, she sat with a smile frozen on her face, her heart frozen in her chest. Her mother frowned at the glass clenched in Louisa’s hand and told the waiter to bring hot tea. With lemon.

“Hot tea isn’t going to fix this, Mama.”

“Neither is falling down drunk in front of your friends. Think what everyone will say: that Howard was right to call the wedding off, rather than marry an alcoholic.”

“Mama, you know I barely touch the stuff. In case you haven’t noticed, this is not a usual event.”

“And you haven’t eaten anything all day, either. You’ll get liver failure or something, like those college boys.”

Before her mother could expound on binge drinking, or extend her lecture to Annie’s husband, Jeff interrupted and said, “I know a guy who knows a guy who can take care of the bastard for you.” 

Louisa did not have to ask which bastard her brother-in-law meant. “Take care of Howard?”

“Yeah, you know, old-fashioned revenge. Teach the jerk he can’t treat you like this. He breaks your heart, we break his head. I’ll help pay.”

Louisa was tempted, but she was sober enough to know not to trust her own judgment.

Besides, this could not be happening to her. She’d wake up tomorrow in Barbados happily married. But not to Howard. He was not in sight, so not in her befogged imagination.

What had she done to deserve this? Louisa had done everything he and his mother wanted for the wedding, and it had not been enough. It was never going to be enough. She had to face the facts. No, she did not have to. Not today. She pushed aside the tea and picked up her wineglass again.

Annie wiped chocolate off her daughter’s face and hands. “I think you ought to write the creep a letter, telling him you’re pregnant with his child. That ought to shake him up enough.”

Louisa looked over to where her ten-year-old nephew was licking sugar roses off the wedding cake. She shuddered. “I’ll consider it.”

“No, you ought to sue the bum.” Bernie seldom spoke, in recognition that he was not really family, but he did now, patting Louisa’s mother’s hand. “Money. That’s the best way to get back at someone like Howard, hit him in the pocketbook. Go for big bucks, for breach of promise.”

“Do people still do that, Bernie?”

He shrugged his thin shoulders. “I don’t know. Ask a lawyer.”

There was silence at the table. Everyone knew Howard was a lawyer.

“What I think,” Mama said, “is that living well is the best revenge. Our Louisa can get on with her life, and be happier without Howard than she would have been with such a two-faced, lying cad.” (Mama read a lot of paperback romances.)

Jeff raised his glass. “To getting even.”

Bernie raised his cup of coffee. “To Louisa and a better life tomorrow.”

Annie raised the question: “But how?” Louisa had no job, no home, not much money, no husband, no lover—and that bright tomorrow was sure to bring a hangover.

“I don’t know,” Louisa replied in as firm a voice as she could find, “but that’s what I’ll do. I’ll make a better life for myself. As soon as I come back from my honeymoon.”


Chapter Two

She’d held the reception herself. She could damn well go on the honeymoon by herself. What else could Louisa do, anyway, go back to Howard’s apartment?

First she hid in the bride’s anteroom while her mother and sister stood at the inn’s door, hugging and kissing all the head-shaking, tongue-clucking guests good-bye. Then, still in her wedding gown, Louisa made her brother-in-law drive her and the leftover food into the city, to every soup kitchen and food pantry they could find. At least someone would get to enjoy what was supposed to have been the happiest day of her life.

Happy? In all her twenty-seven years, Louisa could not remember being so miserable, so angry and hurt and numb all at the same time. Her father’s death when she was nineteen had left a sad gap in her life, almost as sad as when he’d moved out and away to Oregon when she was twelve, but not quite. That was like living with one damaged kidney. You survived. This, though, was like having your heart squeezed out of your chest by your own pet boa constrictor, then eaten by rabid baboons with purple behinds. No one could live through it. No one should have to. She curled up on her bed when they got back to the inn, in the room where she was to have spent her wedding night. Room, tomb, what was the difference? Womb, with Mama and Bernie across the hall. No groom. Lost her bloom. Doom.

The phone rang. The baboons were playing bongos inside her brain. “Mpf?”

“Good morning, Miss Waldon. You asked for a wake-up call.”

How could she wake up when she’d never gone to sleep? “Hnuh?”

“Have a lovely day.”

Good thing Louisa’s mouth was filled with sawdust or she’d have told that chirpy voice where to go with her lovely day. She did drag herself off the bed, though, and stood under the shower for ten minutes. Then she took off her wedding dress and took a bath.

*

“I am never going to have another drink. Never going to have another wedding. Never going to trust another man. Never—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Annie said. “Jeff knows some very nice men at his office. As soon as you’re back from your honey—vacation, we’ll have a barbeque at our place.”

Hot dogs, hamburgers, baked beans, insurance salesmen. Louisa’s stomach churned. Annie’d insisted on driving Louisa to the airport, rather than have her spend the money on a limousine. The children were, thankfully, home with Jeff. Louisa kept her eyes closed as Annie navigated the LIE and the Belt Parkway, over potholes and construction plates.

“You’ll be fine,” her sister was saying, reaching over to pat her shoulder, crossing into the lane of an oncoming Army transport Jeep.

“—Never going to drive with you again.”

“And we’ll all stand by you.”

Except that Mama and Bernie were leaving tomorrow to visit his married son in Arizona, and Annie hadn’t suggested Louisa come stay at her place ’til she found a new apartment.

“I’m sure you can get your old job back.”

“Annie, they threw me a shower. My replacement gave me a picture frame, the partners gave me a huge bonus. And Howard works there. I could never go back to that office.”

“Well, you’ll find something better, then. You always had all the brains and looks and luck in the family.”

That’s what Louisa needed right then, her sister’s resentment. Annie was older, heavier, and cut her own hair. With a manicure scissors, it seemed. She wore too-tight old blue jeans and Jeff’s too-big old shirts. Her children were spoiled and her husband was…a decent man who would never walk out on her.

“No, it’s you who has everything,” Louisa said as she got out of the car at the airport terminal. “Make sure you appreciate it.”

Annie leaned over, while taxicabs beeped at her. “Are you sure I shouldn’t come in and wait with you?”

“Yes. You know you want to get to your exercise class, and I have one of Mama’s books to read if the flight is delayed. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“Howard could decide to go to Barbados, too.”

Louisa ripped up his ticket. The worst thing, though, was that they wouldn’t let her on the plane. The ticket said Mrs. Howard Silver and her driver’s license read Louisa Waldon. The tickets had been paid for with Howard’s credit card, besides. The line of would-be passengers behind her grew, dragging suitcases and golf clubs and oversized pocketbooks and attaché cases that would take hours to get through security. Louisa tried to explain about the canceled wedding to the ticket clerk, and got a “Gee, that’s too bad,” instead of a boarding pass.

The head ticket agent was more sympathetic, wanting to tell Louisa about the rat she herself was married to, but rules were rules. For all the FAA knew, Louisa could be a terrorist who’d done away with Mrs. Silver, and she’d blow up their precious airplane next. With her perfume atomizer? Louisa demanded to see the manager or supervisor or the pilot, for God’s sake. Someone who could understand that rules were to protect the people on board—not keep innocent travelers from getting on the darn planes.

A thick-waisted, gray-haired Black man in uniform eventually appeared through a door at the rear of the counter. He explained the safety policy again, in short words, simple sentences, and soft tones. Louisa felt as if she were back in elementary school, in the principal’s office. She stumbled and stuttered through her explanation one more time, but Captain Roundtree (“Security, not flight crew”) just shook his head. The lines of passengers were thinning, everyone heading for the gate and the plane. Everyone but Louisa. In desperation, Louisa dumped the contents of her purse on the counter; Captain Roundtree stepped back and reached under his jacket for a cell phone—or a gun. She fumbled through her wallet to find a picture of her and Howard, a letter with his name on it, a receipt, anything. She came up with gold: a wedding invitation, the one she’d carried around for luck.

“You see?” Her lip trembled. “My name, Howard’s name.” Her throat closed up again until she could barely stammer: “The N-North Shore Inn, yesterday’s d-date.” Tears splashed on the heavy card stock. “The p-pleasure of your company,” she finished with a sob and a wail, against Captain Roundtree’s broad chest.

They held the plane for her.

Not only did she have her boarding pass and clearance for the connecting flight to St. Jerome’s, but she got swept through security, got a ride in the ground transport cart straight to the plane, and got an upgrade to first-class.

The man she was now supposed to sit next to did not get up from his aisle seat. He pointedly looked at his watch before collecting his belongings, newspaper, laptop, and trail-biking magazines from her seat, and managed to move his legs a half-inch so she could clamber past. He looked at her swollen eyes, reddened nose, blotchy complexion, and sneered. “What’s the matter, honey, your fingernail break?”

Enough was enough. No, it was more than enough. Louisa was not going to apologize, and she was not going to tell her humiliating story one more time. She dabbed at her eyes with Captain Roundtree’s now sodden handkerchief, and sniffled a couple of times before telling Mr. Frequent Flyer that no, her fiancé had had a heart attack while biking in a charity triathlon. He wasn’t expected to last through the night, and she only prayed she’d be in time for a last farewell.

The stewardess had tears in her eyes. The First-Class ass muttered an apology. Louisa made sure he was sincerely sorry by shaking her head and adding, “Yes, and he’s just about your age too.”

*

The Seafarer Resort at St. Jerome’s turned out to be a couples-only place. Louisa fit in about as well as a collie at a cat show. The first night she stayed in her room anyway, sobbing and sleeping, sleeping and sobbing. By the next morning, she was bored, hungry, well-rested, and almost as angry with herself as she was with Howard. She went down to breakfast on the hotel’s patio, overlooking the pink beach and the turquoise water. The only person to speak to her other than the waiter was a blond Adonis who looked like a surfboard advertisement. He turned out to be the resident tennis pro and gigolo. If ever there was a woman who could use a little gigging, Louisa decided, she was it. She just might take him up on his dinner offer, and dessert, too. First, though, she was going for a walk to clear her head, to come to terms with her anger and grief.

On reflection, with the glare reflected off her sunglasses, she decided she was more angry than grief-stricken, more humiliated than heartbroken, more shocked than saddened. How could she have been so wrong about Howard’s character? How could she have trusted a man who could do such a thing to a woman he swore to love? How could she get even with him by sleeping with a tanned boy toy?

No more tears, Louisa told herself as she kept walking along the shore. No more self-pity. Now she had to think about what she was going to do with the rest of her Howard-less life. She had to think of the future, not the past. Instead she thought of every tired cliché about when life gives you lemons, and lessons learned, and opportunity knocking. When the going gets rough…she kicked a rock out of her path and kept walking down the beach.

Louisa covered almost half the coastline on her hike, never noticing the seashells, the sailboats, the other tourists or the fishermen. She walked for five hours.

Her sunscreen lasted for two.

The man sitting next to her at the emergency clinic was a local woodcarver. At least he had been before the accident. He showed her a bowl carved out of the native cwehee trees—that’s what it sounded like to Louisa, anyway. Even with her eyes swollen shut, Louisa could see that the wood was exquisite, the workmanship superb. Now here was something she could do with her life! Not sit on an island carving objets d’art, but selling them for the native people. She could set up a Web site, put them on the Internet, spread beauty and prosperity through cyberspace. Become an entrepreneur. Yes!

To get started, she bought outright, for cash, two crates of bowls, plates, and goblets, all of which were instantly confiscated at the airport when she left, after five days of ice packs and misery. The baggage inspector sternly informed her, before he returned the bowls to his brother-in-law to dupe another gullible gringo, that the cwehee tree was an endangered species.

So were honest men.

*

Louisa could not get into her apartment—Howard’s apartment—in Manhattan. The locks had been changed. All of her belongings, though, were carefully boxed and labeled at the concierge desk, along with a note from Howard. Louisa didn’t know who was more mortified, the deskman or her. She crossed to the other side of the lobby to read what sorry excuse Howard had come up with to explain his desertion. Louisa, he’d written, no dear. I understand you might be angry—hah!—and might even think you have just cause for a lawsuit. So Bernie was right after all. I have enclosed a check which should show my remorse—more like his fear of losing his shirt, his job, and his reputation. No apology, no excuses. He thought money could repay her? A check could clear his conscience? You can keep the engagement ring, too.

Louisa hadn’t even thought about the engagement ring until now. She’d worn it for over a year, after all, so it was almost part of her. She took it off, having to lick her finger first, and stared at the large stone, the garishly large stone, in its tacky, flashy, raised setting that caught on everything. She didn’t even like the ugly thing anymore. Most likely his mother had picked it out.

After a few lines about returning the wedding presents and gift certificates, he concluded: I hope you’ll consider us even. H.

H? Hero? Hamlet? What did he think she was, his secretary?

Louisa wished she was upstairs in his fancy apartment with its white leather sofa—and her red lipstick. Instead she replied on the back of the check, before she wrapped it around his ring. She wrote: We’ll never be even, Howard, because I am a better person than you will ever be. Love, Louisa.


Chapter Three

Homeless.

How in the world had it come to pass that Louisa Waldon, age twenty-seven, was homeless? She’d studied hard, worked hard, lived a decent life—and now all her belongings were wedged in an old gray Toyota. She could not even put the front seat back to sleep, if she could find a place in the middle of Manhattan to take a nap. The only consolation she could give herself, meager though it was, was that not a quarter of the stuff would have fit in Howard’s Porsche. And she wasn’t a bag lady.

No one would rent her an apartment, not without a job. A decent hotel would have gobbled what remained of her savings—and the thousand-dollar wedding gift Bernie told her to keep, because she’d need it now more than she ever would have with the bastard supporting her. A not-so-decent hotel would have been slightly less voracious, but less safe. She could find a motel out of the City, but she’d still be going through her bank account at a prodigious rate—and be far away from job interviews and employment agencies. She knew better than most, having handled the personnel department at her company, how long it took to find a decent position and how many other applicants there were. Résumés had to be checked, senior department heads had to be consulted—and what could she answer when they asked why she’d left her last position? Because she was a fool? That was sure to win high points at the interview. She didn’t want another job like hers anyway. Or a stale-smelling, insect-harboring walk-up like her apartment before Howard. Or battening herself on her friends.

She could have crashed on someone’s couch for a few days, Louisa knew, but she was too humiliated to ask. Why should her friends suffer for her own lack of judgment, or Howard’s lack of scruples?

Louisa didn’t know what she wanted. What she did not want was the noise and confusion that surrounded her, the dirty air, the dirty looks from the cab drivers. She didn’t want a high-pressure job, even if it came with a high salary. She didn’t want singles bars, blind dates, personal ads, or waiting to see if Howard ever called her so she could not answer.

She mightn’t be able to go home again—not to Howard’s apartment and not to the old house in Queens her mother’d sold years ago when she moved to West Palm—but she could go to the summer house. It was almost May, anyway, so it didn’t matter that the old beach cottage had no heat. There was a fireplace, and she could burn the furniture when she ran out of money, like an old-time heroine.

Yeah, Louisa decided, she’d get on the Long Island Expressway and drive almost until she ran out of road. Paumonok Harbor was a little village on the edge of the toney Hamptons. Not yet discovered by the mansion-builders, it still had potato fields and fishermen. Her family had owned the cottage since her grandparents’ time, and she’d visited every summer when she was a kid. Her mother used to spend time there, but now she preferred her friends and card games in Florida. Annie sent her kids to camp—for self-preservation, most likely—so they’d been renting the cottage out. This year they hadn’t. The real estate agent had said she couldn’t rent it, not in such dilapidated condition, except to college kids working out east for the summer. What the kids would pay in rent couldn’t pay for the repairs.

Well, those same repairs would be a lot less costly if Louisa did them herself. She could paint and hammer and re-grout the bathroom. Grout was the stuff that went between the tiles, wasn’t it? What she didn’t know she could learn, Louisa told herself, thinking of old man Redstone, who used to look after the cottage. He wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack, and he’d managed, before he retired. She refused to consider that if the old handyman had been a bit handier, the house wouldn’t look like an abandoned fishing shack. Her mother was going to have to pay someone anyway if she wanted to keep getting the rental income. She was willing to buy materials and stuff for Louisa to do it.

“Are you sure you want to go so far away, Louisa?” Her mother’s voice was full of doubt when Louisa called her from the McDonald’s on the Manorville Road. “It’s so…so empty out there.”

Empty sounded good to Louisa right now. Empty, quiet, peaceful. “I’m sure. Just ’til I can decide what I want to do with my life.”

“But there are no men out there for you.”

“If there’s an electrician and a plumber to do the technical stuff, I’ll be happy.”

“That’s not what I meant, Louisa. You shouldn’t be alone. Go to your sister’s.”

Annie’s? Alone would be heaven by comparison. “I’ll be fine, Ma, I just need to be by myself for awhile, a little solitude.”

Well, there was plenty of that at the old house. Not much pressure in the shower, after she begged old man Redstone to come turn the water on for her, and not much light through the creeper-covered windows, or heat, with a squirrel nest falling down the chimney when Louisa opened the damper. But there was a lot of solitude. According to the guy at the post office, when she went to change her mailing address, she was the only current resident of Whaler’s Drive. There were only three other houses along the unpaved street anyway, one for sale, one waiting for summer renters, and the Mahoney place that was boarded up. The old couple were still getting their mail forwarded to Florida, but word was Mrs. Mahoney’d had a heart attack, so no one knew if they’d be back for the season at all. The rural carrier, whom Louisa interpreted as the mailman, wasn’t going to be happy to add another one-stop road to his route, and an unpaved one at that.

She hadn’t been here two days and someone was mad at her already? Louisa almost volunteered to rent a post office box and pick up the mail herself every day, until she remembered all the times she’d volunteered to pick up Howard’s dry cleaning, Howard’s resoled shoes, and Howard’s mother’s repaired jewelry and watches. Her postage stamps were paying for free delivery, damn it, and Louisa was going to get free delivery, even if she did have to install a mailbox a truck-convenient distance from the curb, exactly forty-eight inches high, on a sturdy post, and set in concrete.

“Else the kids’ll knock it down every Saturday night.”

The hardware store had everything, plus a few snickers when she came back for a bucket to mix the concrete in. And a shovel to dig the hole. And screws to attach the effing black box to the effing crooked post, after she got the concrete off her hands, so she could dig the wood splinters from the post out of the blisters from the digging. At least she had a screwdriver. And she hadn’t had to ask anyone for help. As soon as her hands healed a little and her back stopped aching, she’d start in on the overgrown vines and shrubs, then scrub the windows so she could look out at the view. The bay was two blocks away, but all the houses on Whaler’s Drive faced an undeveloped wetland parcel. When they were children, Louisa and Annie’d called it the woods, where they’d go berry-picking, tadpole-catching and turtle-watching along the deer paths. Through adult eyes, Louisa could see that the woods were not that extensive, with low scrub trees and wild grasses and prickly briars, not some enchanted forest. Still, she’d be hearing birdsong instead of traffic, and smelling growing things and water instead of bus exhaust. She wouldn’t be looking at steel and glass and brick, thank goodness.

At night, she’d be looking at…nothing. There was not a single light through any of the front windows, even the ones with no blocking foliage. Nothing. Lions and tigers and—no, she would not let her imagination run amok. This was the country. But what if something happened to her, if an axe murderer, say, should creep out of the woods? No one would hear her screams. No one would even know if she lay dead on her dusty rug, not ’til the catalogs started to pile up in her shiny new black mailbox. How long before the mail got forwarded? Who was going to write to her anyway?

Axe murderers, she reassured herself even as she lit every lamp in the house, were, thankfully, few and far between. Knocking over mailboxes was about the extent of the crime rate, according to the local weekly newspaper. That and a couple of drunken drivers. This was not a high-crime area, even in this day and age. Why, Louisa’d bet half the Harborites still left their doors unlocked. Hers, of course, were locked and bolted. No matter how confident she tried to be, Louisa couldn’t sleep. Now the lights were in her eyes, the house was too quiet, her bed was too empty. No, she wouldn’t think about Howard or any other mean, ugly marauder. Instead, she’d keep her mind busy with all the things she had to do tomorrow, after the man came to clean the chimney and put a screen guard across the top. She’d find out how to sign up for cable so she could watch old movies all night, get a library card and take out an armload of books the way she did when she was eleven. She’d buy new garden shears, and gloves this time, and she’d get chains for the doors. No, she’d get a dog.

Howard hated dogs. Too much responsibility, he’d said, too much dirt and drool. He didn’t want dog hairs on his upholstery and he wouldn’t let one in his car, if it could have fit in that four inches behind the front seat. Cats got on the counters and birds made too much noise. All Louisa had was a pair of goldfish, still with her sister, if Annie’d remembered to feed them, and her kids hadn’t eaten them.

But a dog, all her own. Louisa smiled at the thought, and thought she hadn’t smiled since before the would-be wedding. Yes, a dog was just what she needed. In the face of such trauma, such personal upheaval as the loss of one’s sense of self, sense of direction, sense that she ever had any sense whatsoever, some women went shopping. Others went to the medicine cabinet or the local bar. Or on food binges. Louisa went to the pound, eating a chocolate bar along the way. The chimney guy’d been so late, she barely had time for her other errands.

There was an arrow across the street from the hardware store that pointed toward the animal shelter, room in her front seat, and no Howard telling her no. Definitely a sign from God. 

“You’re not wanting a pet for the summer, are you?” the stocky, raspy-voiced woman in a tan uniform at the shelter asked after introducing herself as Jeanette, the adoptions counselor. Also the animal control officer, kennel manager, and cage cleaner. “We get crowds in here every spring,” she went on as she led Louisa through the empty building to the outdoor pens, “wanting a dog or a cat to keep the kiddies company at the beach house. Then they dump them on our doorstep when the kids go back to school. Or they just leave ’em on the streets. That’s why we make you sign a contract, pay for the license, and swear to get the animal spayed or neutered. Some other places, they make you have a fenced-in yard, and they go inspect your house to make sure you don’t live on a bad corner, or run a dog-fight ring in your cellar or something.” She shrugged. “You look decent, and I figure our dogs need homes too bad to be too fussy. ’Sides, I know where you live.”

Louisa felt as if she were making the wedding vows she hadn’t had the chance to speak. Do you, Louisa, take this abandoned mutt, ’til death do you part, in sickness and in health, to have and to hold on a leash…?

She did. She would. She’d think later about finding a Manhattan apartment that permitted dogs.

Well, if Louisa’d been looking for love to replace the louse, she’d come to the right spot. The dogs were throwing themselves against the bars of their cages, yipping their eagerness to go home to her run-down cottage, to stick their heads out the window of her old Toyota, to eat whatever kibble she could provide, even if it wasn’t a premium brand. Louisa was an angel to them, a goddess, a best friend.

Now all she had to do was pick one. She walked up and down outside the cages, reading the tags. Not a puppy; she didn’t know how to train one. Not an old dog; she couldn’t bear the thought of someone else leaving her. Not too big to fit in the car, not too small in case Annie’s kids came to visit, nothing that looked like it would get into fights, chase cars, or need a lot of grooming. Not the one who cowered in the back of its cage, or the one who almost climbed the chain links of the outdoor run. She would not ask what would happen to the dogs she did not choose.

Jeanette was looking at the clock in the kennel. “We close soon, you know.”

Louisa bet the woman took longer to choose from a dinner menu than she was giving her to select a lifetime companion. “I’m just not sure,” she said, over the din.

“Then come back tomorrow when you can take them out for a walk, see how they handle.”

Go back to that dark, empty house alone? Louisa walked toward the cage that held a big reddish hound with soulful eyes.

“Howls, that one does. Wants to be on the scent, too. Take your eyes off him a minute and he’ll follow his nose to the next county.”

Louisa didn’t want a dog that wasn’t going to be loyal. God knew she’d had enough of that. “What about this one?”

“The golden? She’s a handful.” Jeanette looked at Louisa in her size-five jeans. “You’re not up to her weight, unless you want to pay for a trainer.”

Louisa kept walking.

“Goldens shed bad, anyway.”

Louisa stopped in front of the pen of a slightly smaller, dark grayish dog with matted curly hair, and a short tail that was barely wagging, as if the dog were not willing to expend a lot of energy on yet another fruitless effort.

“He barks a lot, according to the woman who brought him in. That’s why she couldn’t keep him. Her apartment neighbors complained.”

“That’s what I want, a watchdog.”

Jeanette shrugged and started to unlatch the cage. “Sad story, this one. Lived with an old lady, he did. They say a nephew bought him for her, to ease his conscience, I guess, for leaving the woman alone. But she tripped over him, broke her hip, and landed in a convalescent home. The neighbor found the dog wandering in the street—that’s why he looks so ratty—but the old woman said she didn’t want him back, just to trip her up again. Then she died at the home, with no relatives coming at all. Sad way to go.”

Jeanette reached for a leash hanging next to the cage door. “The neighbor left messages with the nephew, the bastard. He never called back.” She shook her head while opening the cage door and hooking a leash to the dog’s collar. “Here. Take him around back. You’ll see he’s been trained. A real gentleman. Some kind of terrier, we think, Kerry blue or maybe giant schnauzer. Something like that. Never got his name, either.”

The dog put his bearded muzzle in Louisa’s hand, then took his place on her left side, looking up with big brown eyes, waiting for a command, waiting for a decision, waiting for yet another person to walk out on him.

“I know what it’s like to lose someone, too,” Louisa whispered, her choice already made. The dog was tall, dark, and handsome, so she called him Galahad. Every maiden in distress ought to have a knight in shining armor. Or matted fur.

Louisa didn’t sleep well that night either, despite the dog on an old blanket at the side of her bed. Galahad barked at every branch that scraped against the side of the house in that evening’s wind and rain storm, and every time the hot water heater kicked on. And he had fleas. Which meant that Louisa had fleas, because the dog didn’t stay on the floor for long.

Worst of all, for Louisa’s peace of mind, was that the dog, her guardian protector against things that went bump in the night, had to go o-u-t. On a leash. In the wind and the rain and the spooky, scary, pitch-black dark where things hid in the woods.

Lions and tigers and bears, oh, my.
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