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To my husband of 50 years. 

You are my rock!
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CHAPTER 1
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Nelda closed the front door in slow motion, rested her forehead on its cool surface and placed her right palm flat on the wood, left hand still wrapped around the doorknob. The breath she’d been holding for what seemed like days released in stages. Several frozen minutes later, she turned, pressed her back against the door and slid to the floor, closing her eyes. How could thirty years of marriage, a rich and rewarding personal history, end with such a jolt? It seemed impossible that she would never see her husband again. Bone-weary, Nelda launched into a world she had only understood through Sam’s eyes and their identity as a couple.

The funeral was over, and Samuel David Clay, once larger than life, was gone. She married Sam just out of her teens. Her rock, her stability, all gone. She had never pondered how she might manage on her own. Nelda should have had decades before being thrust into widowhood. Her fleeting thoughts about her course of action if the worst occurred felt far away. But it had become her reality, and it gutted her. Memories of the day blurred. The pitying condolences of acquaintances, peripheral friends, family, neighbors and strangers faded, their words echoing through her head as if floating off into a distant land. Feeling drained, she needed sleep and a fresh cup of coffee, and she would decide her best course of action with a clear head in the morning. That coffee never came. She walked down the hall in a daze, entered the bedroom she shared with her husband and collapsed onto the bed clothed. Reaching over to the empty side of the mattress, she held back her tears. The invisible strands that held her together evaporated into gray mist. Nelda slept.

*  *  *
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TWO DAYS LATER, ALL-night tossing and turning having left her weary rather than refreshed, Nelda stood in her living room surrounded by boxes of personal history. If she were honest with herself, these boxes represented a couple’s history, not hers. She was unsure how to proceed; her direction was unclear. Should she move? Even with her diminished world, her minor library employment wouldn’t support her in this house. Because she did not know what else to do, she continued packing. She was indecisive. Her entire body hurt. Her brain hurt. On top of that, her heart felt sore, raw.

When she sat in Sam’s recliner to rest hours later, a glass of ice water on the table beside her, containers of overwhelming possessions and poignant memories boxed her in. Tears rolled down her face, the emotional pain a physical being. This hurts too much; I can’t do this, she thought. Her frustration and exhaustion turned to anger. How dare he leave me like this with half a life! She said that out loud, the sound of her voice ringing hollow in her ears. Logically, she knew Sam had no choice. He would never choose to leave her, especially to pack up their life alone. Their son, Matt, lived hours away and was already on the trip back to his own home because of his work. She couldn’t bother him in his own grief over losing his father. Her closest female friend had passed away without warning years ago. Because she had a close, sisterly relationship in her life, she had made no genuine effort to garner more friends.

Nelda felt so alone now, but did not understand why that surprised her. She added surprise to her pile of confused and painful emotions. No, that was a mistake. One emotion at a time was all she could handle, no two-for-one deals with grief. Her mind raced. Her heart clenched. The day had become unbearable; she poured another glass of water from the faucet, added ice and took it with her to the bedroom. There she found more boxes she could not bear to see. She popped two Valerian Root capsules and an aspirin for her nagging headache, grabbed a book off her bedside table and read herself into a dreamless sleep.

*  *  *
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NELDA CONTINUED PACKING boxes the next day, but shifted her strategy. At last, her clenched gut was lessening, and her thoughts became clearer. She was going about this in the wrong way. What she should have been doing was choosing the most important items to keep and letting the rest go — the most important items to her, not Sam and Nelda, just Nelda. That revelation alone energized her, gave her a new direction and eased her burden. Okay, girl, let’s do it, she rallied.

Nelda began searching box labels, relieved to have documented their contents. She searched for items she used herself every single day and chose only a few of her most sentimental items to keep. Items such as their best wedding photo and other basic items she knew would make her life feel like hers from now on, make her life easier. She kept items that made more sense to keep rather than repurchase in the future. She threw open the windows, raised the blinds to let in the sunlight and took in the fresh, muggy late July air with deep, cleansing breaths. A realization hit.... she felt better. For a moment, guilt raised its ugly head. She refused to allow it. No, this is not about what she lost; it is about moving forward as Sam would have wanted. He would approve, so she approved. And she pushed onward.

On the fifth day, Nelda poured herself an icy cold diet cola, dragged her lawn chair out of the garage and set it up in the front yard, facing her suburban Cape Cod house. A slight breeze ruffled her hair, blowing strands across her face. As she reached up to push it back, she saw a few strands of gray in her light brown hair, a recent development. Every time she saw them, it surprised her. 

She remembered when she and Sam chose the house, how right that felt to her. It felt like home from the start. A modest- sized house built for family, they had updated it as they could afford. The exterior paint that began as white with black shutters was repainted to a lovely sage green with cream-colored shutters; to Nelda, it was less stark and more natural-looking to her eye. Now, with the house in front of her, she tilted her head to one side and squinted, taking a sip of her cold drink. Hmm, she thought. Why does it look different to me today? She pondered the question for a long thirty minutes, lost in her thoughts, and didn’t hear the young man in the next driveway over calling her name. 

“Mrs. Clay? Are you alright?” he asked. With no response from Nelda, he asked a second time, “Mrs. Clay, Nelda, are you okay over there?”

Jake Cannon was in his early thirties, married to a pleasant woman named Sarah. They were considerate neighbors. Today, she realized she was going to miss them if she left. Turning toward his voice, she saw worry on his face.

“Hi, Jake, sorry I didn’t hear you. Sam always liked you and Sarah.” She smiled, and Jake smiled back

“I liked him too, Mrs. Clay. He was one of the good ones. Do you need any help? Can I do anything for you?” 

Nelda smiled again. “No, my friend, not now anyway. I may want your help to move some boxes, maybe donating some things for me soon, though, if you have time.”

“Sure, Mrs. Clay, I can do that,” Jake smiled his most sincere smile. “You just let me know when and what, okay? Sarah is waiting for supper, so I’d best go inside. Have a pleasant night. “

Jake walked inside, easing the screen door closed behind him.

Did he say supper? More time had passed than Nelda realized. It felt like minutes. She made a definite decision, surprising herself and likely, when informed, her son and everyone she knew would be in shock. Too soon or not, she would leave the home she shared with the love of her life. She would never leave Sam behind. He would always go with her, but she had broken the inertia plaguing her since Sam drew his last breath. With that, she smiled again, this time to herself, folded

the chair, grabbed the empty tumbler from the grass and went back inside.
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CHAPTER 2
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Nelda opened to a knock on her front entry door and found her sister-in-law standing in front of her. She stepped aside to allow Catherine to enter. 

“Catherine, I wasn't expecting you. Did I miss your call?”

“Oh, no, I didn't call,” she answered with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I thought you might like some company.”

Scanning the city horizon-like arrangement of boxes and general disarray she turned to Nelda with an incredulous expression on her face. “What's happening? Are you moving, Nel?”

She could hear the surprise in Catherine's voice. She walked to the couch and sat, gesturing for Catherine to do the same. “Catherine, I need a change, a big change. This is the Sam-and-Nelda home, not mine. I want and need a fresh start. And I plan to do it away from here. I'm sure you understand. “

“Do you already have a home elsewhere? How will you survive on your own?”

Nelda knit her eyebrows together; a spark of irritation flitted across her face, but she controlled her voice. 

“I think I’ll manage. After all, I am almost fifty years old and have been living an adult married life with my husband for the past thirty years. Now, if there is something in this house that you would like to have, maybe something of Sam’s, just say the word. Otherwise, I plan to donate everything here to charity except for a few boxes in my bedroom closet that will move with me.”

Catherine studied her sister-in-law’s face for a moment. She was struggling, Nelda realized.

“I guess I understand the inclination, sure. What would Sam think about this?” 

Nelda smiled. “I know Sam would want me to make a satisfying life for myself any way I see fit. Don’t you think so?”

Catherine sighed. “You’re probably right. I just don’t think that moving away from everyone who knows you is the prudent thing to do. I really thought you might move closer to me, not farther away.”

“Thank you for your concern, but my only child lives in a different city. You and I don’t see each other all that much, and it’s not like you don’t have transportation if you wanted to visit me in the future. Of course, you’re welcome to do so once I get settled. I don’t know what gave you the idea that I’d ever move farther into the city, though. And before you ask, no, I have not picked out a house or even consulted an agent. I wanted to get the jump on sorting and boxing up things before I went down that road. But I have an idea about what I want to find for myself, and it will be different, both in setting and size.”

Catherine's confusion showed on her face. She was almost pouting. “I thought you loved this house.”

“I did and still do, but this is a house for a different stage of my life, my life with your brother. Matt grew up here; it was our house. It's much too large for my needs now. Sam's life insurance is not much, so I cannot afford the upkeep on this home. That said, it's not so strange, right? Empty nesters move all the time, and Sam and I might have made that decision together if he were still with us. I want something to call mine that reflects me. I will let you know my plans when they're firm. Please don't worry about me, okay?”

Nelda smiled with all the sweetness she could muster. She was ready to be alone in her thoughts and not have forced small talk with anyone, especially Catherine Clay. Mostly, she liked Catherine, but they saw life differently. Catherine often tried to influence her brother’s thinking on most subjects. Catherine had never seen Nelda as an individual, only as Sam's wife. She could not separate the two. Nelda always told her husband that families were complicated, and he agreed with that cliché. He accepted Catherine for who she was and winked at her eccentricities. From the beginning, Nelda tried to ignore those things that bothered her about her sister-in-law, but had not always been successful. And she felt guilty about that. Now that she was putting more distance between them, she thought maybe she could show Sam's sister a little more grace, see her from a changed perspective. Nelda had no siblings of her own. Having produced a single child with Sam after having two miscarriages, she tried not to be a stereotypical, smothering mother. She encouraged Matt to find his own path and avoided steering him in any certain direction. She felt good about her success with that, but in the end, Matt would be the judge.

*  *  *
[image: ]


NELDA’S WORDS TO CATHERINE expressed feelings she didn’t even realize she had. They came tumbling out and caught her off guard, made her wonder if she really knew herself as well as she’d always thought she did. Had she always seen herself as half of a couple and not a capable, independent woman? Was she capable or was she untested? She’d never considered that, or maybe no issue existed when Sam was alive. He was such a caring, loyal, nurturing man, she didn’t feel she needed to separate any part of her life from his.

Today was a different story. She could not live as Sam’s wife without Sam. As she readied herself for a soak in the tub, she looked deeply into the bathroom mirror. Her gray eyes looked tired, and she could swear a couple of wrinkles carved faint lines that hadn’t been there just a week ago. The few silvery strands filtered through her light ash brown, shoulder-length hair showed her new stage of life. Nelda sighed; I think more than just my location needs a change. She had kept her hair longer than she had time to manage because of Sam’s preference; that was another way she would have to discover what she wanted for herself alone. She decided on the spot to make a salon appointment this week because later, she might be too busy. A new hairstyle was another way to address her upcoming change of, well, everything. Soothing, aromatic oils floated and swirled around her as she stepped into the warm bathwater. Nelda leaned back and closed her eyes. She took long breaths and pondered the details of her course change.
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CHAPTER 3
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On the following Monday, Nelda walked into one of the town’s two real estate offices. She told the receptionist who she wished to see and waited in an upholstered wingback chair. The woman offered her a beverage, which she refused with a smile. In a few moments, a short, round woman with curly brunette hair and a pleasant face approached the waiting area. She looked at Nelda, squinted, and her eyes opened wide. 

“Nelda! Is that really you?” she exclaimed, rushing toward her friend. She hugged her tight, then stepped back to look at someone she had not seen in years.

“Yes, Linda, it’s me. You look great. I hope business is good.”

Linda grinned. “You look great, too; can’t complain, but this job keeps me hopping. I heard about Sam, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Was he ill? I didn’t get any details, if you don’t mind my asking.”

She offered a wan smile. “He had a weak heart. We didn’t know about it until it was too late. There was no time to take treatment. It’s hard to believe he’s gone, you know?”

“Oh, sure, sure, it’s unimaginable. How is Matthew?”

“Matt is doing well. He was here for the funeral but had to leave right after for work. I wish he lived closer, but these days, you work where you find it.” Nelda hesitated and forged ahead.

“I’m here because I am making a big change. I want to sell the house and find a more efficient, affordable living situation in a less populated area. I’m paring down my possessions from thirty years of marriage; well, you know how much accumulates, right? Anyway, I envision a cabin or cottage in the mountains to the northeast of us, less than a thousand square feet and private yet not remote. Do you think you can help me with that?”

“Absolutely!” Linda beamed. “Will you get a mortgage or pay cash? I ask because some properties are better for one than the other if there is going to be a mortgage qualification. The mountains are a mixed bag of tiny cabins and pricey second homes. And what about probate?”

Nelda thought a second, then said, “My thought was that, since our home is mortgage-free and values have gone up by quite a bit, maybe I could take out a home equity line or loan. The equity in my home should be enough to buy another outright and establish a new residence. I want to start fresh. Since the new place will be out of town a fair distance and smaller, it should be doable. Then, after I am moved out, you could put my house on the market, and I can pay off the equity line when it sells. I should be ready for the sale since we co-owned the house. Does that all make sense? You’re the expert, after all. “

“The way you laid out the plan for me is certainly one way to go, Nel. And it’s your choice. Are you ready to see some houses? I have been in the mountains a few times lately. It’s just beautiful up there. I am rather surprised, though. You have been a suburban wife and mother for three decades, and this will be a tremendous change. Are you sure you should make a big decision like this so soon after losing Sam?” Linda sounded genuinely concerned. She didn’t wait for an answer before she continued.

“It’s up to you, though. Nelda, we can begin searching right away. I have a couple of current clients, but I will make the time for my friend, of course! You can see what’s out there and stop the search if you feel you truly are not ready for this. How does that sound?”

Nelda’s face lit up, and she beamed a huge smile at her high school friend and new agent. “That sounds amazing! I am ready when you are.” 

Linda opened her appointment book. “What about the day after tomorrow? That will give me time to move some things around, and we can meet at 9 a.m. here. Does that work for you?” 

They discussed the features that she wanted in her new place and agreed on the next day’s agenda.

*  *  *
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TO PREPARE FOR HER house-hunting expedition, the day after she met with Linda Andrews, she found herself at the Great Clips hair salon in town. Was she ready for this? She asked that question multiple times over the past week, about everything. The young stylist, who couldn’t have been even twenty-five years old, sporting an edgy haircut and a nose ring, ushered her to a chair.

“So, what do you want to do to yourself, um, Nelda is it?” 

Nelda laughed. “Well, what I want to do is impossible. I'd like you to make me look your age,” she joked. The girl laughed along with her. “But I'll settle for a short, layered haircut that will be easy to maintain and keep hair out of my face.”

“Do you also want a color as well, or just the cut?”

“No, just the shampoo, cut and blow-dry, please. I'm attempting to embrace my gray!”

About an hour later, she walked out of the salon feeling lighter and renewed. She reached back to rub her hand across her now exposed neck and felt free in the strangest way.

*  *  *
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THE NIGHT BEFORE HER first house-hunting day, Nelda broke. She was an over-inflated hot-air balloon whose air whooshed out all at once. The same questions plagued her yet again. She knew the general advice was to wait a long time after tragedy to make life-altering decision; she wasn’t doing that. Brushing it off, she propped herself up on several pillows on her bed and pulled the laptop over to herself from the nightstand. Casually, she scrolled through real estate listings in the area she and Linda were concentrating on, trying to imagine herself in each house that piqued her interest. Nelda Clay had never been one to let moss grow under her feet, and she wouldn't start now. Most of these homes were too large, too expensive, too remote or needed too much work. She was not up for a total renovation; her emotions nor finances had much wiggle room. Though she wanted more privacy, she was not searching for complete isolation. Every penny that did not go toward the purchase of the house and setting up her new living situation would be her survival money, and she planned to stretch that as far as it would go. So, she continued searching the mountain area listings. A few pages in, after almost giving up and going to sleep, she saw it. This could be her house, the house. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she felt it in her bones.

The cottage was quaint, rectangular, simple, and elegant, much like the shotgun houses of the late 19th century. Some photos were too grainy, but it boasted two small bedrooms, a full bathroom down the long hallway and a tiny half bath inside the laundry room past the open kitchen. The floor plan was typical for this type of home — rooms one behind the other off a long hallway until you walked out onto the back porch. Cooling breezes could flow from the front door straight through to the back. She liked that. 

Porches graced both the front and back of the house, the front one open and the back screened in for evenings of bug-free stargazing. Polished, wide-plank wood floors gleamed, and the walls appeared freshly painted, a cream color as far as she could tell from the photos. The exterior was a restful warm gray, clad in board and batten siding with off-white window and door trim and a burgundy entry door for a punch of contrasting, bold color. Nelda couldn’t tell how big or small it would feel to her once she was inside, but she envisioned herself sitting on the back porch, coffee mug in hand, gazing off into the distant mountain views. Maybe she could even sleep out there. This could be it. The price was reasonable, which made her wonder what the catch was. Maybe there was no catch, but it invigorated her, putting her back on steady ground.

This house was about as different from her current one as a house could be. She knew that if she was going to live in a home this size, paring down to minimum possessions was crucial. Because she had started right away, she already had a jump on it. She felt hopeful again and excited about the house. Checking out a map, she discovered the house was about ten miles outside of the principal town in the next county, not too remote, but not in the immediate view of another neighbor’s yard, at least from the photos. Rein it in, Nelda, she told herself. This may not be as ideal as you think. But she could not help being excited and hoped she could sleep tonight.

She scribbled the listing number and address of the house she liked, stuffed the paper in the pocket of her jeans she had already chosen for the search day. She even liked the name of the street. Tomorrow could be an endless day, but she was up for it.

*  *  *
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NELDA WAS EARLY FOR her appointment the next morning, but Linda was ready to leave. She led the way to the SUV, her stack of listing papers sticking out of her tote bag, climbed into her Jeep Grand Cherokee, waited for Nelda to get settled and whizzed out of the parking lot. She drove northeast toward the mountain peaks in the distance.

“Linda, I hope you don’t mind, but I found a house on the MLS that seems very promising and printed out the information. Do we have time to see another if it’s not already on your tour?” Nelda asked as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

“Sure, honey, we have time. What is the address?” When she read off the address, “42 Mourning Dove Lane,” Linda grinned.

“Nel, that’s the one I was already hoping would be right up your alley. It’s a good sign that you are so drawn to it. We’ll hit it first, okay? By the way, love the new hair!”

Nelda smiled. “That's great, thank you! I hope it’s not a disappointment when I see it in person. Is it vacant?”

“Someone used this cottage as a vacation home and polished it up for the new owner. We'll have it all to ourselves; you can take your time to walk around it inside and out and kick the tires, so to speak.”

Nelda took a deep breath and let it out through her mouth in stages. This could be her next home, a new backdrop for the re-brand of her life. She was so nervous but excited and, maybe, a little apprehensive as well. As they drove higher in altitude with every mile, the air became sweeter and much cooler.

Even though still late summer, fall was already approaching. Linda turned off the highway and drove a few miles. As they drove up the mountain, the space between neighbors spread.

The roads were old asphalt in decent shape, but the last turn taken put them onto a narrow gravel- surfaced roadbed. They had driven a couple hundred feet when a modest little board-and-batten cottage came into view on the right. Linda slowed, swung her Jeep onto the short dirt driveway, past the huge rural mailbox and came to a full stop. She sat and watched Nelda's face to gauge her reaction. She opened the passenger door and stepped out of the car, placing her right forearm on the top of the door. Her eyes swept from one side to the other, then past the rear of the house where the mix of oak, maple and white pine trees opened up to a long-range mountain vista. Nelda was thrilled, and it showed all over her face. Linda grinned and exclaimed, “Isn't this just a stunning view?”

The view alone was something most people dream of and more than Nelda expected to find- a real bonus. The house was private because of its location up the mountain and a few turns off the highway below. She could see no other nearby houses, though when the leaves were gone from the deciduous trees in a few weeks, it might reveal other mountain residents to her.

She stood frozen to the spot, half in and half out of the vehicle, but Linda allowed her the time to take it all in. 

“I’m ready”, declared Nelda, shut the Jeep door and walked toward the front porch.
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The porch was only two steps up from the ground onto a six-foot-wide covered deck that spanned the width of the home. The burgundy-painted Craftsman-style door complemented the gray exterior with white trim. While Linda fumbled with the lockbox attached to the porch railing, Nelda walked the porch from one side to the other, looking out onto the level side yard and woods across the street and to the north. She could sit out here in the evenings with her cup of coffee and just be. Birds were singing all around her. She heard the door open behind her and Linda said, “Here you go, Nel. I hope this is the one!” and she stepped aside for her client to walk inside. 

The lingering smell of fresh paint wafted into her nose. She liked the paint color — a warm, soft cream. Nelda stood in the open great room/kitchen combo. To the right was the kitchen. She noted the modest island centered in the L-shaped run of maple kitchen cabinets. It had an extended overhang on the counter for placing bar stools underneath. That was good because a full-size dining table wouldn’t fit. One of those tall, square pub-style dining tables with matching chairs might work, but not much else. The living room was across from the kitchen on the left side of the house. Protruding from the front corner was a small cast-iron wood stove with a cooktop. One double window on that side and one facing the front porch gave adequate light. Straight ahead, she could see down the center hallway to a back entry door. As they left the kitchen, they came to a half bath on the right of the hallway, past the kitchen, great for a guest if she ever had one. In the same room were a stackable washer/ dryer unit and space for a midsize, upright freezer.

A squat, gray tank stood with plumbing attached, but Nelda was not familiar with such an appliance. She looked at Linda and pointed to it, her eyebrows raised in a silent question. “Oh, that’s your well diaphragm, a storage tank that is filled automatically as you use water. Your wellhead is on the south side of the house toward that storage building. And if you have never seen one, the rectangular box on the wall is your tank-less water heater. With the limited space, it really makes sense. I’ve seen them in action, and they are quite reliable for hot water on demand. Saves money over the tanks that store a large quantity of water. You should never run out of hot water.”

She nodded. She had not expected well water, never thought about it, but they don’t have many wells in the ‘burbs. That, and the septic tank meant no water or sewer bills.

Beyond the laundry room on the same side of the hallway was a full bathroom with a tub/shower combo, maple vanity with a large single sink












*  *  *
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