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It was a perfect day for a funeral, the sky was overcast and the clouds and fog creating a somber mood as if the earth itself was morning the loss of Ophelia Graham. The procession of mourners dressed in black, carrying umbrellas and huddled deep into their coats against the cold were silhouetted against the gray sky as they made their way to the burial site for the graveside service. I was dressed like all the other mourners, black heels, which considering how soft the ground was, turned out to be a mistake, a black dress, black wool coat and a scarf.  The wind would not allow for a hat today leaving my hair to become tangled and out of control. The wind was also stinging my face and making it impossible to hold back the tears. 

My mother, Ophelia Graham, had fought a courageous battle against cancer for three years, every time she beat it, it came back worse than the time before, this last year she had declined quickly, and I moved home from New York to care for her rather than have her live in some impersonal care facility. In the end it was too much to handle and I had to hire a hospice nurse to come in daily to help with her medication and care. There had been few visitors in her final days, but today it looked like half of Gates Point had turned out to honor her. My mother was fairly well known in the community she was a beloved member of the garden club and the literacy council. As I stood waiting for all to assemble and the pastor to begin, I shivered. The kind of cold you get from standing outside with wet feet and temperatures hovering around forty-two degrees. But the cold wind and drizzle wasn’t the only reason I was shivering; I was dreading the afternoon to come when people would stop by the house to pay their respects and provide an endless parade of casserole dishes. But, what could I do? I couldn’t refuse them and insult my mother’s friends. Besides mom loved a party and would be so happy to see so many people stopping by the house. She had made me promise not to have some boring memorial service with too many flowers and even more speeches. No, she wanted one last party. She wanted all her friends together and to remember all the good times. I hoped today was what she wanted because I was having a hard time celebrating anything. I was alone now, I felt abandoned and scared. Not to mention it would probably take a year to get through all the food that people had already dropped off earlier in the day, much less what was sure to come.

I made it back to the house with enough time to change out of the black dress and heels and into a pair of black slacks with a black polka dot blouse and a comfortable pair of flats before the guests arrived. Some of the women from the garden club volunteered to help with the food and keep the guests properly fed. I found myself in the living room talking to some of my mother’s friends when the guests began to arrive in earnest, and it became my defacto reception point. I greeted the guests before ushering them off to Ms. Brown where they would be offered refreshment and pushed through the dining room and into the den and back out to the foyer after they had stayed the acceptable amount of time. The faces began to blur after an hour, they were all very kind, but I was having a hard time remembering all the names and faces. I doubted very much, any of them would remember my name after today, so I didn’t feel so bad. 

“We will miss your mother; she was a treasure.”

“I don’t know what we will do without your mother.” 

“I’m so sorry for your loss, dear.”

“Hi, I’m Arlo,” A young man with a mop of unruly dark hair stood in front of me with his hand outstretched. He was dressed in a suit and tie, but I could tell he wasn’t used to wearing a suit on a regular basis. He looked vaguely familiar. 

“Ginny Graham,” I blinked as if bringing him into focus and shook his hand.

“Yes, I know,” he smiled, “I live across the street, I used to do odd jobs for your mom, remember?” He stooped down a little to make sure I was looking at him. 

“Oh, yes of course. I’m so sorry.” 

“Don’t be,” He looked around at all the people, “I’m sure it is a bit overwhelming today.”

I stared at him for a minute grateful that someone understood even if he was a stranger. I did vaguely remember him stopping by to say that he had cut the grass or trimmed the hedges. Mom had always been the one who chatted with him and slipped him a few folded bills. I never knew how much mother was paying him and I worried that he might be trying to scam an elderly lady. Mom assured me that he was a fine young man just trying to make ends meet and that she had known his parents Mr. and Mrs. Michaels before they moved away, I forget to where, I remember her telling me I needed to look for the good in people and be more trusting. But my mother was had lived here after my father retired from the Army and she knew just about everyone in town. I was focused on too many things at the time to press mom further. I just knew that the yard work was just one thing I didn’t have to worry about at the time. 

“Oh yes, of course.” I plastered a smile on my face. “It is so nice of you to stop by.” 

“Your mother was always very good to me,” He looked at the que forming behind him. “Well, again I’m sorry for your loss.” He quickly moved on. 

I had an urge to talk him for a few more minutes there was something sincere in his eyes. But there was someone new shaking my hand and kissing my cheek and telling me how wonderful my mother was, which of course I already knew. The procession of people felt like it would never end, and I was getting tired. I hadn’t eaten anything all day and I was starting to feel lightheaded. 

Finally, the people began to leave, and the garden club started to wrap up the food and put it away. And just like that, I was alone in my mother’s big Victorian house. Faced with being completely alone I stood in the middle of the living room looking around wondering what to do next.  Every day of my life for the past year was consumed with my mother, I no longer had a purpose in my life. I didn’t have to make dinner for her and I. I didn’t have to go to the kitchen and pull out all the medication she needed to have at bedtime. Instead I walked to the kitchen and took all the meds out of the cabinet and sorted them out based on how they needed to be disposed of appropriately. Then I found some macaroni and cheese in the fridge and put that in the microwave for dinner. I was too tired to do anything else. I finally drug myself upstairs and stopped at mom’s bedroom door half expecting to see her there. The silence now deafening as I touched the bed but couldn’t bring myself to sit on it as if the cancer was contagious and a living thing. As tired as I was, I began ripping the linens off the bed racing down to the laundry room I shoved them in the washer and turned on the hot water adding bleach to the detergent. I went back upstairs going over in my mind the next several days having to go through all mom’s clothes, shoes, jewelry, deciding what to keep and what to give away. But I couldn’t do it tonight. I walked across the hall to my room and changed into a t-shirt and shorts. Sitting in the middle of my bed and cried like a little girl who was lost and alone in the world. My mother and I had been close. We didn’t have spats like some mothers and daughters; we were best friends. Because, we moved ever few years I didn’t have close friends, but I always had my mom. We had a tradition whenever we moved to a new place, we would find the local movie theater and the best place to get a milkshake. And our first Saturday we would go to a matinee and lunch and explore our new home. 

I missed my mother and my friend, and I hope that if there was an afterlife that my mother and father were together and happy once again. 
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Out of habit I got up early the next morning to check on my mother. I was used to getting up to prepare her breakfast before the nurse came by to bath her and help her dress.  I was going to have to develop a new morning routine. Maybe I could start practicing yoga again. It had been something I did regularly when I lived in New York, but this past year the days were filled with so many other things I had gotten out of the habit. But for today I would have to settle for preparing myself a proper breakfast and dress for work at Bumboat Books. I prepared a hot breakfast and coffee and sat down at the kitchen table eat. It was a different experience to not have to grab a cereal bar on the way out the door in a rush always on the cusp of being late for my part-time job. I sat thinking about my future and did I want to return to New York? I could probably get my old job back at the publishing company, but I had gotten used to the slower pace here and I really hadn’t missed the hustle and bustle of city life. My job at the bookstore wasn’t going to be enough to maintain the house and allow me to eat and I needed a new plan. Being an only child there was no question of what would happen to my mother’s property. Mother had shown me the will and there were some donations to be made to her favorite charities but that would still leave me with a sizable nest egg, which I had no intention of using unless things became desperate.  But for the moment I had a job even if it was part-time and I needed to get to there this morning and worry about the rest later.

“Good Morning Ginny, are you sure you should be here today?” Wendy, the owner of Bumboat Books asked looking up as I came through the door. 

“Yes, I can’t sit at home in that big empty house.”

Wendy gave me a sympathetic look although I knew she was glad I came in; we had a lot of work to do for the holidays. “So, I’m going to get the Thanksgiving sale flyer mailed this afternoon.” I reassured her as I took off my coat and headed to the back of the store where there was a long worktable normally used for sorting books although today it was being used for folding and addressing flyers. 

“Do you need any help?” 

“No, I think I’ve got it.” I wanted to immerse myself in something to keep my mind off all the things I had to do at home, like going through mother’s closet or the attic. 

Wendy felt the need to keep the conversation going, “Are you going to decorate the house for the holidays?” 

“I hadn’t really thought about it. I mean it was always beautiful when mom decorated it, but it seems sort of pointless this year with just me there.” Honestly, I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to decorate, it would just be another reminder that I was alone in the world. I had always enjoyed the holidays and felt so sorry for those individuals who get depressed during such a magical time of year. Now, I totally understood and like those people I used to pity, I just wanted to stay in my house and hide from the world until the holidays were over. The reminders of happier times were just too painful. They were just a date on the calendar, a deadline for sales flyers and social media ads. Christmas was looming just off in the shadows like the ghost of Christmas past and I was Marly avoiding everyone and everything that reminded me of my mother. 

Wendy looked at me with pity. “Don’t be ridiculous, you love the holidays, and it was just your mom there for years and she still decorated it. Besides that, house is a staple on the historic home tour for the garden club.”

“The garden club, are you trying to turn me into a spinster already?” I rolled my eyes at the mere mention of those sweet but fussy friends of mom’s. 

Wendy laughed, “No, but it would be a shame to see it bare and dark, I’ll come help you if you want. We could invite Becca and the others to come help too.” Wendy suggested inviting other employees from the store.

“I don’t know I have to think about it.” I could tell Wendy wanted to say more but she didn’t. 

What if Wendy and Becca came over? Maybe it would keep me from sitting around feeling sorry for myself. Or would it just remind me of the traditions that were now gone with my mother? Sitting at home alone wouldn’t change the fact that I would never again spend a Christmas drinking wine and decorating the tree with my mother. Or that we would binge as many Christmas movies as possible on Christmas day, a tradition we started after my father passed. Drinking peppermint hot chocolate and opening presents. 

“I’m not committing to anything just yet, but I’ll think about it.” I said as Wendy was about to turn and go back up front. 

“That’s the spirit!” 

Having successfully delt with Wendy I turned my attention back to the computer and the flyers laying on the table. I needed to concentrate on folding these flyers and getting them in the mail for the holiday sale. 
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Arlo Michaels was up hours before dawn to dress and walk to the diner to meet his boss Captain Shorty Johnson for breakfast before heading out on the fishing boat for the day. The front that brought the clouds and rain the day before was supposed to be moving out, it would take the rain with it, but it was going to leave cold temperatures. Arlo dressed warmly and packed his duffel with warm dry clothes, he was preparing to spend a couple of nights out on the boat harvesting bay scallops. Gates Point is famous for its seafood; products from the bay were sold around the world and it was men like Arlo that went out everyday rain or shine, no matter the temperature to bring in the fish, oysters, crabs and scallops. Just about the only thing that could keep men like Arlo and Shorty off the water was a hurricane. You didn’t make any money if your boat was tied up at the dock. The hours were long, the work was hard, but Arlo never minded hard work, the money was good, and he loved watching the sunrise over the water. 

“Morning Arlo,” Shorty called out from the counter at the center of the diner. 

Arlo walked over and took a seat next to him, “Morning Captain,” 

“Looks like the weather will hold today,” 

Arlo nodded as the waitress put a cup of coffee in front of him. “Looks like,”

“You are having the usual, Arlo
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