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It was a beautiful spring Saturday in Bucks County, and I was feeling nostalgic for the neighborhood where I grew up, a few miles from the townhouse where I lived with my golden retriever, Rochester. I decided to take him for a walk around the lake behind my childhood home, so he could run along the grassy verge beside the water, and I could indulge in a few childhood memories.

I’d spent many summer days swimming in Silver Lake with friends, or rowing out to the middle of the lake and leaning back to look at the clouds and letting the boat drift as I daydreamed of the life I’d have when I got out of Stewart’s Crossing.

Things hadn’t worked out the way I’d hoped. After I got my undergraduate degree I’d moved to New York, where I got my master’s in English at Columbia, met the woman I’d marry, and followed her to California for her career. Then everything began to fall apart. Mary suffered a series of miscarriages, and I made the mistake of hacking into her credit reports to keep her from bankrupting us in her attempt to feel better through retail therapy.

I was caught, sentenced to a year in the California penal system, and Mary divorced me. When I was paroled, I returned to Stewart’s Crossing with my tail between my legs, adopted Rochester, and began to rebuild my life and career. 

I parked on the street by the access path between houses that led to down to the lake, and I let Rochester off his leash so he could sniff to his heart’s content.

He spotted the female golden retriever down by the water at the same time she saw him, and they took off toward each other. It was beautiful to watch their lean bodies in flight and the way the sun-colored fur on their legs lifted in the breeze, but since I didn’t know the other dog, or the woman with her, I went running after him, calling his name.

The two dogs collapsed into a love fest, the female rolling on her back so that Rochester could sniff her. “Sorry,” I said to the woman as I got there.  “I shouldn’t have let him off his leash, but there’s something about the first beautiful day of spring.”

“I know,” she said. “I bring Sophie over to see my parents and we always come for a walk along the lake.”

I looked more closely at her. She was about my age, mid-forties, with dark hair cut in a pageboy. There was something familiar about her face, and it took me a moment to place her. “Diana?”

She looked at me.

“Steve Levitan.” I pointed across the lake. “I grew up in that white house over there.”

“Of course,” she said, and we hugged. “Wow. How long has it been? High school, I guess.”

I hadn’t seen Diana Ryan since our Pennsbury High graduation, over twenty years before. Though there were a few strands of gray in her hair and some laugh lines around her eyes, she looked like the same girl I’d been in class with starting in kindergarten.

“You were Jerry Brown, weren’t you?” she asked. “I was John Anderson.”

It took me a moment to remember we’d done a mock presidential election in our social studies class, where various classmates had taken on the roles of candidates. “At least you made it to the final election,” I said. “I was knocked out in the primaries.”

Rochester and Sophie began to romp around together on the fresh grass, sprinkled with tiny yellow buttercups. “You still live in town?” I asked.

“Across the river in Pennington. I teach at the Cambridge School there. You?”

“After my mom died, my dad sold the house and bought a townhouse in River Bend, on the outskirts of town. I live there now. I run a conference center for Eastern College up in Leighville.” I looked behind her, toward the house where she’d grown up. “Your parents never moved?”

She shook her head. “They could never agree on a place to go, and now it’s too late. My dad’s not doing well.”’

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

We talked for a few more minutes, and then she called Sophie to her and they walked back along the edge of the lake toward her parents’ house. Watching her go, I saw the tiny Cape Cod house where Edith Passis, my old piano teacher lived, across from the Ryans. I decided that as long as I was in the neighborhood, I’d stop by to see Edith.

She was a small woman with pink skin and a puffball of white hair. With both my parents dead, she was a connection to them, and to an earlier, more innocent time. Rochester and I came by to visit her every few months.

“Steve! How nice of you to stop by,” she said, as she opened the door. “And Rochester, too. Come on in.”

Edith’s baby grand piano still took up most of the living room, and I remembered all the years I’d sat beside her on the hard bench, struggling to make sense of the notes on the sheet music and Edith’s reminders about fingering and rhythm.

“I just baked some gingersnaps,” Edith said as she led us into her kitchen. “Rochester can have one, can’t he?”

“Ginger is safe for dogs, and Rochester loves gingerbread cookies. I’m sure he’ll be delighted.”

I settled into a high-backed Windsor chair at Edith’s table, and Rochester sat on his haunches beside me, intensely interested in the plate of cookies Edith brought out. I broke off a piece and fed it to him, and he wolfed it down, then grinned at me pleading for more.

Edith joined us at the table with a pot of fresh-brewed tea, and as we sipped and ate—and I fed cookie bits to Rochester—I told her about running into Diana Ryan.

The Ryans were the first mixed marriage couple I knew. Mr. Ryan was Irish Catholic, and his wife Aphrodite was Greek Orthodox. Now a mix like that is commonplace, but back then it was the subject of gossip. “People said that Frank Ryan drank,” Edith Passis said.

“And did he? Or did people just stay that because he was Irish?”

“A little of both, I think. In the seventies, of course, everyone served cocktails at home, and there was always a bottle of wine circulating. Frank drank Irish whiskey, neat, often with a beer chaser. Back then, you know, beer was considered very low class. None of the microbrew or flavored stuff. And women never drank it, of course.”

She sighed. “Frank Ryan was a hard man, very set in his ways. You know he never approved of the man Diana married?”

“I didn’t. Is there something wrong with him?”

“I’ve met him a few times, and he seems like a nice young man,” Edith said. “Of course, he must be about your age, so you wouldn’t consider him young. I believe Diana knew him when they were children, going to Greek School at St. George’s in Trenton.”

“Then why wouldn’t Mr. Ryan like him?”

“From what I understood from Aphrodite, Frank felt that Diana betrayed him by marrying a Greek instead of a Catholic.”

I’d had enough cookies, and so had Rochester, so I pushed the plate away and he settled beside me on Edith’s tiled floor. “My parents wouldn’t have been happy if I’d married a woman who wasn’t Jewish,” I said. “Though I doubt they’d shut me out for it.”

“Your parents were lovely people,” Edith said fondly. “Your mother was the mainstay of the Garden Club and she always had those beautiful hibiscus she raised on your porch to show off. And we wouldn’t have done nearly so well with the dam repair if your father hadn’t shepherded it through.”

It was always good to hear Edith speak of my parents. They had both been civically minded, involved with all kinds of neighborhood activities, and my father had often used his engineering background when it came to improvement projects, like when the dam between the two lakes sprung a leak and the neighbors had to be assessed to pay for the repairs.

“Diana has a teenage daughter,” Edith said, startling me out of my reverie. She must have surprised Rochester, too, because he sat up and nuzzled my leg. “Mary Elizabeth. She’s autistic, you know.”

“I didn’t. That’s sad.”

“I’ve seen her only a couple of times, when Diana brought her over to see Aphrodite. She’s not good with strangers, won’t look you in the eye, and has these obsessions. But apparently she’s very bright, with a scientific bent. The last time I saw her she was only interested in talking about her chemistry class.”

For a brief moment I thought of those two babies that Mary had miscarried. What if one of them had survived, only to be diagnosed with something like autism? I hoped I’d love the child just as much, though I knew those issues had to make life more difficult.

Rochester woofed once, and I said, “I know someone who wants his dinner. I guess I ought to get him home.”

“It was so nice of you to stop by.” Edith reached her hand out to Rochester. He licked it eagerly and she smiled. “You enjoy your dinner, boy.”

“He always does. Lately I’ve been dosing his meals with a glucosamine spray that the vet says will help his joints. He’s going to be three years old soon, and I want to make sure he stays healthy for a long time.”

“An excellent wish for all of us,” Edith said. We stood up, and I kissed her goodbye, and then walked Rochester back around the lake to where I had parked. 

I didn’t think of Diana Ryan again until a few weeks later, when Edith called me to let me know that Frank Ryan had died, and to ask if I’d be able to drive her to the funeral. 

The funeral was at St. Ignatius, a Roman Catholic church in Yardley, the next town downriver from Stewart’s Crossing. I remembered that the Ryans had arranged that their son would go to St. Ignatius with his father each week, while Diana would go to St. George’s in Trenton with her mother.

“Do we know what Frank Ryan died of?” I asked Edith. I pulled into the parking lot beside a hedge of yellow forsythia that reminded me of those tiny buttercups I’d seen when I took Rochester over to the lake, and we’d seen Diana and her golden Sophie. There were already a dozen cars there.

“Heart attack, or so I heard,” Edith said. “But of course, when you get to our age that can be a mask for a whole lot of other conditions.”

“How are you doing these days?” Arthritis had caused Edith to give up teaching piano lessons a few years before, and she’d had a variety of small health problems.

“The devil won’t get me yet,” she said, smiling. I helped her out of the car and she took my arm as we walked up to the church.

Diana wore a knee-length black dress and black pumps as she stood in the church doorway greeting people. “Mrs. Passis,” she said, as she leaned down to kiss Edith. “It’s so kind of you to come.”

She looked up at me then. “And Steve! We don’t see each other for twenty years, and now twice in a month.”

We hugged hello again, and then she stepped back. More people came in and Diana turned to them. I recognized Aphrodite Ryan, who looked very earth-mother in a flowing black dress and dangling earrings in the shape of curly-ended Greek crosses. We hugged her, and then shook hands with Diana’s husband George, her brother Cliff and a tall, cadaverously-thin man who introduced himself as “Nick, a friend of the family.”

I slid into a pew beside Edith. “Isn’t that odd, to have a ‘friend of the family’ up there in a receiving line?” I asked. “He can’t be her boyfriend, can he? Mr. Ryan’s not even in his grave yet.”

“Steve,” Edith admonished me. “It’s not quite a receiving line.  That’ll be after the ceremony. He probably just happened to be standing there. The Greeks do tend to be clannish, you know, as so many cultures are. Probably a long-time friend of Aphrodite’s.”

She leaned close to me. “That’s the daughter, over there by herself,” she said in a low voice. 

Mary Elizabeth was about fifteen, with a hunched posture that very clearly said “Don’t talk to me.” Her dark hair hung in ringlets around her head.

Edith and I chose not to follow the family to the cemetery, and instead I drove her home. And that was the last I thought of the Ryan family until I met my friend Rick Stemper at his house to give our dogs a chance to play together.

Rick and
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