The Weddi ng
BY NI CHOLAS SPARKS

Pr ol ogue

Is it possible, | wonder, for a man to truly change? O do
character and habit

formthe i movabl e boundari es of our |ives?

It is md-Cctober 2003, and | ponder these questions as |
watch a noth flail

wi I dly against the porch light. I'’m al one outside. Jane,
ny wife, is sleeping

upstairs and she didn’t stir when | slipped out of bed. It
is late; mdnight has

come and gone, and there’'s a crispness in the air that

hol ds the prom se of an

early winter. I'’mwearing a heavy cotton robe, and though
| imagined it would be

t hi ck enough to keep the chill at bay, | notice that ny
hands are trenbling

before | bury themin ny pockets.

Above nme, the stars are specks of silver paint on a
charcoal canvas. | see Oion

and the Pl ei ades, Ursa Major and Corona Borealis, and
think I should be inspired

by the realization that I’mnot only |ooking at the stars,
but staring into the

past as well. Constellations shine with Iight that was
emtted aeons ago, and |

wait for sonething to cone to nme, words that a poet m ght
use to illumnate

life's mysteries. But there is nothing.

This doesn’t surprise ne. |’'ve never considered nyself a
sentinental man, and if

you asked ny wife, I'’msure she would agree. I do not |ose
nyself in filnms or

plays, |I’ve never been a dreaner, and if | aspire to any
formof mastery at all,

it is one defined by rules of the Internal Revenue Service
and codified by | aw

For the nost part, ny days and years as an estate | awer
have been spent in the

conpany of those preparing for their own deaths, and I



suppose that sonme m ght

say that ny life is | ess neani ngful because of this. But
even if they're right,

what can | do? | nmake no excuses for nyself, nor have |
ever, and by the end of

ny story, | hope you'll view this quirk of my character
with a forgiving eye.
Pl ease don’t m sunderstand. | may not be sentinental, but

|’ mnot conpletely

Wi t hout enotion, and there are nonents when |’ m struck by
a deep sense of

wonder. It is usually sinple things that | find strangely
novi ng: standi ng anong

the giant sequoias in the Sierra Nevadas, for instance, or
wat chi ng ocean waves

as they crash together off Cape Hatteras, sending salty

pl umes into the sky.

Last week, | felt ny throat tighten when | watched a young
boy reach for his

father’s hand as they strolled down the sidewal k. There
are other things, too: |

can sonetinmes |ose track of tinme when staring at a sky
filled with w nd-whi pped

cl ouds, and when | hear thunder runmbling, | always draw
near the w ndow to watch
for lightning. Wien the next brilliant flash illum nates

the sky, | often find

nyself filled with longing, though I’mat a loss to tell
you what it is that |

feel ny life is mssing.

My nane is WIlson Lewis, and this is the story of a
wedding. It is also the

story of ny marriage, but despite the thirty years that
Jane and | have spent

together, | suppose | should begin by admtting that
ot hers know far nore about

marriage than I. A man can | earn nothing by asking ny
advice. In the course of

ny marriage, |’ve been selfish and stubborn and as

i gnorant as a gol dfish, and

it pains ne to realize this about nyself. Yet, | ooking
back, | believe that if

|’ ve done one thing right, it has been to love ny wfe
t hroughout our years



together. Wiile this may strike sone as a feat not worth
menti oni ng, you shoul d

know that there was a tinme when | was certain that nmy wife
didn't feel the sane

way about ne.

O course, all marriages go through ups and downs, and I
believe this is the

nat ural consequence of couples that choose to stay

t oget her over the |ong haul.

Between us, ny wife and | have lived through the deaths of
both of ny parents

and one of hers, and the illness of her father. W’ ve
noved four tines, and

t hough |1’ ve been successful in ny profession, many
sacrifices were nade in order

to secure this position. W have three children, and while
nei t her of us would

trade the experience of parenthood for the riches of

Tut ankhanen, the sl eepless

nights and frequent trips to the hospital when they were
infants | eft both of us

exhausted and often overwhel ned. It goes w thout saying
that their teenage years

were an experience | would rather not relive.

Al'l of those events create their own stresses, and when
two people live

together, the stress flows both ways. This, |’ve cone to
believe, is both the

bl essing and the curse of marriage. It’'s a bl essing
because there’s an outl et

for the everyday strains of life; it’s a curse because the
outlet is soneone you

care deeply about.

Wy do | nention this? Because | want to underscore that
t hroughout all these

events, | never doubted ny feelings for ny wife. Sure,
there were days when we

avoi ded eye contact at the breakfast table, but still |
never doubted us. It

woul d be di shonest to say that | haven’t wondered what
woul d have happened had |

marri ed soneone else, but in all the years we spent

t oget her, | never once

regretted the fact that | had chosen her and that she had



chosen ne as well. |

t hought our relationship was settled, but in the end, |
realized that | was

wong. | learned that a little nore than a year
ago—fourteen nonths, to be

exact—and it was that realization, nore than anyt hing,
that set in notion all

that was to cone.

What happened t hen, you wonder?

G ven ny age, a person m ght suppose that it was sone

I ncident inspired by a

mdlife crisis. A sudden desire to change ny life,

per haps, or maybe a crine of

the heart. But it was neither of those things. No, ny sin
was a snmall one in the

grand schenme of things, an incident that under different
ci rcunst ances m ght

have been the subject of a hunorous anecdote in |ater
years. But it hurt her, it

hurt us, and thus it is here where | nust begin nmy story.
It was August 23, 2002, and what | did was this: | rose
and ate breakfast, then

spent the day at the office, as is ny custom The events
of my wor kday played no

role in what cane after; to be honest, | can’t renenber
anyt hi ng about it other

than to recall that it was nothing extraordinary. |
arrived honme at ny regul ar

hour and was pleasantly surprised to see Jane preparing ny
favorite neal in the

ki tchen. When she turned to greet ne, | thought | saw her
eyes flicker downward,

| ooking to see if I was hol di ng sonet hi ng ot her than ny
briefcase, but | was

enpty- handed. An hour |ater we ate dinner together, and
afterward, as Jane began

collecting the dishes fromthe table, | retrieved a few

| egal docunents from ny

briefcase that | wished to review Sitting in ny office, I
was perusing the

first page when | noticed Jane standing in the doorway.
She was dryi ng her hands

on a dish towel, and her face regi stered a di sappoi nt nent
that | had learned to



recogni ze over the years, if not fully understand.

“I's there anything you want to say?” she asked after a
nmoment .

| hesitated, aware there was nore to her question than its
I nnocence inplied. |

t hought perhaps that she was referring to a new hairstyl e,
but | | ooked

carefully and her hair seemed no different fromusual. I'd
tried over the years

to notice such things. Still, I was at a |oss, and as we
stood before each

other, I knew | had to offer sonething.

“How was your day?” | finally asked.

She gave a strange half smle in response and turned away.
| know now what she was | ooking for, of course, but at the
time, | shrugged it

of f and went back to work, chalking it up as another
exanpl e of the

nmyst eri ousness of womnen.

Later that evening, |I'd craw ed into bed and was naki ng
nysel f confortabl e when

| heard Jane draw a single, rapid breath. She was |ying on
her side wth her

back toward nme, and when | noticed that her shoul ders were
trenbling, it

suddenly struck nme that she was crying. Baffled,

expected her to tell nme what

had upset her so, but instead of speaking, she offered
anot her set of raspy

Inhales, as if trying to breathe through her own tears. My
throat tightened

Instinctively, and | found nyself growi ng frightened. |
tried not to be scared;

tried not to think that something bad had happened to her
father or to the kids,

or that she had been given terrible news by her doctor.
tried not to think

that there m ght be a problemI| couldn’t solve, and |

pl aced nmy hand on her back

in the hope that | could sonehow confort her.

“What's wong?” | asked.

It was a nonment before she answered. | heard her sigh as
she pulled the covers

up to her shoul ders.



“Happy anniversary,” she whi spered.

Twenty-nine years, | renenbered too late, and in the
corner of the room

spotted the gifts she’'d bought nme, neatly wapped and
perched on the chest of

dr awners.

Quite sinply, | had forgotten.

| make no excuses for this, nor would I even if | could.
What woul d be the

poi nt? | apol ogi zed, of course, then apol ogi zed again the
fol l owi ng norning; and

| ater in the evening, when she opened the perfune |'d
selected carefully with

the help of a young |l ady at Belk's, she sm|ed and thanked
me and patted ny | eg.

Sitting beside her on the couch, | knew | |oved her then
as nuch as | did the

day we were married. But in | ooking at her, noticing
perhaps for the first tine

the distracted way she gl anced off to the side and the
unm st akably sad tilt of

her head—+ suddenly realized that | wasn’'t quite sure
whet her she still |oved

me.

Chapter One

It’s heartbreaking to think that your wife nmay not | ove
you, and that night,

after Jane had carried the perfune up to our bedroom |
sat on the couch for

hours, wondering how this situation had conme to pass. At
first, I wanted to

bel i eve that Jane was sinply reacting enotionally and t hat
| was reading far

nore into the incident than it deserved. Yet the nore |

t hought about it, the

nore | sensed not only her displeasure in an absent m nded
spouse, but the traces

of an ol der nelancholy—-as if ny | apse were sinply the
final blowin a long, |ong

series of carel ess m ssteps.

Had the marriage turned out to be a di sappoi ntnent for
Jane? Though | didn’t

want to think so, her expression had answered ot herw se,



and | found nyself

wonderi ng what that nmeant for us in the future. Was she
guesti oni ng whet her or

not to stay with me? Was she pleased with her decision to
have married nme in the

first place? These, | nust add, were frightening questions
to consider—ith

answers that were possibly even nore frightening—for until
that nonment, |'d

al ways assuned that Jane was as content with ne as |'d

al ways been with her.

What, | wondered, had led us to feel so differently about
each ot her?

| suppose | nust begin by saying that many people would
consi der our lives

fairly ordinary. Like many nen, | had the obligation to
support the famly

financially, and ny life was largely centered around ny
career. For the past

thirty years, 1’ve worked with the law firmof Anbry,
Saxon and Tundl e in New

Bern, North Carolina, and ny incone—while not
extravagant -was enough to pl ace us

firmy in the upper mddle class. | enjoy golfing and
gardeni ng on the weekends,

prefer classical nusic, and read the newspaper every
nor ni ng. Though Jane was

once an el enentary school teacher, she spent the majority
of our married life

rai sing three children. She ran both the househol d and our
social life, and her

proudest possessions are the photo al buns that she
carefully assenbled as a

visual history of our lives. Qur brick hone is conplete
with a picket fence and

automatic sprinklers, we own two cars, and we are nenbers
of both the Rotary

Cl ub and the Chanber of Commerce. In the course of our
married life, we' ve saved

for retirenment, built a wooden swing set in the backyard
t hat now sits unused,

attended dozens of parent-teacher conferences, voted
regul arly, and contri buted

to the Episcopal church each and every Sunday. At



fifty-six, I"'mthree years

ol der than nmy wfe.

Despite ny feelings for Jane, | sonetines think we're an
unlikely pair to have

spent a life together. We're different in al nost every
way, and though opposites

can and do attract, |I’ve always felt that | made the
better choice on our
weddi ng day. Jane is, after all, the kind of person

al ways wi shed to be. Wile

| tend toward stoicismand | ogic, Jane is outgoing and
kind, with a natural

enpat hy that endears her to others. She | aughs easily and
has a wide circle of

friends. Over the years, |’ve cone to realize that nost of
ny friends are, in

fact, the husbands of ny wife's friends, but | believe
this is comon for nost

marri ed couples our age. Yet |'mfortunate in that Jane
has al ways seened to

choose our friends with ne in mnd, and |’ m appreciative
that there’ s al ways

sonmeone for ne to visit with at a dinner party. Had she
not conme into ny life, |

sonetinmes think that I would have led the |ife of a nonk.
There’s nore, too: |I'mcharned by the fact that Jane has
al ways di spl ayed her

enotions with childlike ease. Wien she’s sad she cries;
when she’ s happy she

| aughs; and she enjoys nothing nore than to be surprised
wi th a wonderf ul

gesture. In those nonents, there’s an agel ess i nnocence
about her, and though a

surprise by definition is unexpected, for Jane, the
menories of a surprise can

arouse the sane excited feelings for years afterward.
Soneti mes when she’s

daydream ng, |’'Il ask her what she’s thinking about and
she’ || suddenly begin

speaking in giddy tones about sonething |’ve |ong
forgotten. This, | nust say,

has never ceased to anmaze ne.

Wi |l e Jane has been bl essed with the nost tender of
hearts, in many ways she’'s



stronger than I am Her values and beliefs, |ike those of
nost sout hern wonen,

are grounded by God and famly; she views the world

t hrough a prismof black and

white, right and wong. For Jane, hard decisions are
reached instinctivel y—and

are al nost always correct—while |, on the other hand, find
nysel f wei ghi ng

endl ess options and frequently second-guessing nyself. And
unlike me, ny wife is

sel dom sel f-consci ous. This | ack of concern about other
peopl e’ s perceptions

requires a confidence that |1’ve always found el usive, and
above all else, | envy

t hi s about her.

| suppose that sonme of our differences stemfrom our
respective upbringings.

Wil e Jane was raised in a small town with three siblings
and parents who adored

her, | was raised in a town house in Washington, D.C., as
the only child of

governnent | awers, and ny parents were sel dom hone before
seven o’ clock in the

evening. As a result, | spent nmuch of ny free tinme al one,
and to this day, |’'m

nost confortable in the privacy of ny den.

As |’'ve already nentioned, we have three children, and

t hough | | ove them

dearly, they are for the nost part the products of ny

wi fe. She bore them and

rai sed them and they are nost confortable with her. Wile
| sometines regret

that | didn’'t spend as nmuch tine with themas | should
have, |’ m conforted by

the thought that Jane nore than nade up for my absences.
Qur children, it seens,

have turned out well despite ne. They' re grown now and
living on their own, but

we consi der ourselves fortunate that only one has noved
out of state. Qur two

daughters still visit us frequently, and ny wife is
careful to have their

favorite foods in the refrigerator in case they’'re hungry,
whi ch they never seem



to be. Wien they cone, they talk with Jane for hours.

At twenty-seven, Anna is the oldest. Wth black hair and
dark eyes, her | ooks

refl ected her saturnine personality growi ng up. She was a
br ooder who spent her

t eenage years | ocked in her room listening to gl oony
music and witing in a

diary. She was a stranger to ne back then; days m ght pass
bef ore she woul d say

a single word in ny presence, and | was at a loss to
under stand what | m ght

have done to provoke this. Everything | said seened to
elicit only sighs or

shakes of her head, and if | asked if anything was

bot hering her, she would

stare at ne as if the question were inconprehensible. My
wi fe seened to find

not hi ng unusual in this, dismssing it as a phase typical
of young girls, but

then again, Anna still talked to her. Sonetinmes |I’'d pass
by Anna’s room and hear

Anna and Jane whi spering to each other; but if they heard
me out si de the door,

t he whi spering would stop. Later, when | would ask Jane
what they’ d been

di scussing, she’d shrug and wave a hand nysteriously, as
if their only goal were

to keep nme in the dark.

Yet because she was ny firstborn, Anna has al ways been ny
favorite. This isn't

an adm ssion | would make to anyone, but | think she knows
It as well, and

lately 1’ve come to believe that even in her silent years,
she was fonder of ne

than | realized. | can still renenber tinmes when |I’'d be
perusing trusts or wlls

in my den, and she’d slip through the door. She’'d pace
around the room scanning

t he bookshel ves and reaching for various itens, but if |
addr essed her, she’'d

slip back out as quietly as she’d cone in. Over tine, |

| earned not to say

anyt hing, and she’d sonetines linger in the office for an
hour, watching ne as |



scribbled on yellow |l egal tablets. If | glanced toward
her, she’d smle

conplicitly, enjoying this gane of ours. | have no nore
under standi ng of it now

than | did back then, but it’s ingrained in ny nenory as
few i mages are.

Currently, Anna is working for the Ral eigh News and
observer, but | think she

has dreans of becoming a novelist. In college she majored
in creative witing,

and the stories she wote were as dark as her personality.
| recall reading one

I n which a young girl becones a prostitute to care for her
sick father, a man

who' d once nol ested her. When | set the pages down, |
wonder ed what | was

supposed to make of such a thing.

She is also madly in |ove. Anna, always careful and

deli berate in her choi ces,

was highly selective when it cane to nen, and thankfully
Kei th has al ways struck

me as soneone who treats her well. He intends to be an

ort hopedi st and carries

himself with a confidence that cones only to those who’ ve
faced few setbacks in

life. I learned through Jane that for their first date
Keith took Anna kite

flying on the beach near Fort Macon. Later that week, when
Anna brought hi m by

t he house, Keith cane dressed in a sports coat, freshly
showered and snelling

faintly of cologne. As we shook hands, he held ny gaze and
| npressed nme by

saying, “It's a pleasure to neet you, M. Lew s.”

Joseph, our second-born, is a year younger than Anna. He's
al ways cal l ed ne

“Pop,” though no one else in our famly has ever used that
term and again, we

have little in conmmbpn. He's taller and thinner than |,
wears jeans to nost

soci al functions, and when he visits at Thanksgiving or
Christmas, he eats only

veget abl es. Wiile he was growi ng up, | thought him quiet,
yet his reticence,



| i ke Anna’s, seened directed at nme in particular. Ohers
often remarked on his

sense of hunor, though to be honest, | seldomsawit.
Whenever we spent tine
together, | often felt as if he were trying to form an

| npressi on of ne.

Li ke Jane, he was enpathetic even as a child. He chewed
his fingernails worrying

about others, and they’ ve been nothing but nubs since he
was five years ol d.

Needl ess to say, when | suggested that he consider

maj ori ng i n business or

econom cs, he ignored ny advice and chose sociol ogy. He
now works for a battered

wonen’s shelter in New York City, though he tells us
not hi ng nore about his job.

| know he wonders about the choices |'’ve made in ny life,
just as | wonder about

his, yet despite our differences, it’s with Joseph that |
have the conversations

that | always wished to have with my children when | held
themas infants. He is

highly intelligent; he received a near perfect score on
his SATs, and his

I nterests span the spectrumfromthe history of Mddle
Eastern dhinmm tude to

t heoretical applications of fractal geonetry. He is al so
honest —sonet i nmes

pai nfully so—and it goes w thout saying that these aspects
of his personality

| eave nme at a di sadvantage when it cones to debating him
Though | sonetines

grow frustrated at his stubbornness, it’s during such
nmonents that |1'm

especially proud to call himny son.

Leslie, the baby of our famly, is currently studying

bi ol ogy and physi ol ogy at

Wake Forest with the intention of becom ng a veterinarian.
| nstead of com ng

home during the sunmers |ike nost students, she takes
addi tional classes with

the intention of graduating early and spends her

af ternoons working at a place

called Animal Farm O all our children, she is the nost



gregarious, and her

| aught er sounds the sane as Jane’s. Like Anna, she |iked
to visit ne in ny den,

t hough she was happi est when | gave her ny full attention.
As a youngster, she

liked to sit in ny lap and pull on ny ears; as she grew
ol der, she liked to

wander in and share funny jokes. My shelves are covered
with the gifts she nmade

me growi ng up: plaster casts of her handprints, draw ngs
I n crayon, a neckl ace

made from nmacaroni. She was the easiest to | ove, the first
in line for hugs or

ki sses fromthe grandparents, and she took great pleasure
in curling up on the

couch and watching romantic novies. | was not surprised
when she was naned the

homecom ng queen at her high school three years ago.

She is kind as well. Everyone in her class was al ways
Invited to her birthday

parties for fear of hurting sonmeone’s feelings, and when
she was ni ne, she once

spent an afternoon wal king fromtowel to towel at the
beach because she’d found

a discarded watch in the surf and wanted to return it to
Its owner. O all ny

children, she has al ways caused ne the | east worry, and
when she comes to visit,

| drop whatever I'mdoing to spend tine with her. Her
energy is infectious, and

when we’'re together, | wonder howit is | could have been
so bl essed.

Now t hat they’ ve all noved out, our hone has changed.
Wher e nusi c once bl ared,

there is nothing but stillness; while our pantry once
shel ved ei ght different

types of sugared cereal, there is now a single brand that
prom ses extra fiber.

The furniture hasn’t changed in the bedroons where our
children slept, but

because the posters and bulletin boards have been taken
down—-as well as al

other rem nders of their personalities—there is nothing to
differentiate one



roomfromthe next. But it was the enptiness of the house
that seened to

dom nate now, while our honme was perfect for a famly of
five, it suddenly

struck nme as a cavernous rem nder of the way things ought
to be. | renenber

hopi ng that this change in the household had sonething to
do with the way Jane

was feeling.

Still, regardless of the reason, | couldn’'t deny that we
were drifting apart,

and the nore | thought about it, the nore |I noticed how
w de the gap between us

had becone. W'd started out as a couple and been changed
I nt o par ent s—sonet hi ng

| had al ways viewed as normal and inevitable—but after
twenty-nine years, it was

as if we’'d becone strangers again. Only habit seened to be
keepi ng us toget her.

Qur lives had little in conmon; we rose at different
hours, spent our days in

different places, and followed our own routines in the
evenings. | knew little

of her daily activities and admtted to keeping parts of
m ne secret as well. |

couldn’t recall the last tine Jane and | had tal ked about
anyt hi ng unexpect ed.

Two weeks after the forgotten anni versary, however, Jane
and | did just that.

“Wlson,” she said, “we have to talk.”

| | ooked up at her. A bottle of wne stood on the table
bet ween us, our neal

nearly finished.

“Yes?”

“I was thinking,” she said, “of heading up to New York to
spend sone tinme with

Joseph.”

“Wn't he be here for the holidays?”

“That’s not for a couple of nonths. And since he didn’t
make it hone this

sumrer, | thought it mght be nice to visit himfor a
change.”
In the back of ny mnd, | noted that it m ght do us sone

good as a couple to get



away for a few days. Perhaps that had even been the reason
for Jane’s

suggestion, and with a snmle, | reached for ny w negl ass.
“That’s a good idea,”

| agreed. “We haven't been to New York since he first
noved there.”

Jane smled briefly before | owering her gaze to her plate.
“There’s sonet hi ng

el se, too.”
“Yes?”
“Well, it’s just that you' re pretty busy at work, and |

know how hard it is for

you to get away.”

“1 think I can clear up ny schedule for a few days,” |
said, already nentally

| eafi ng through ny work calendar. It would be tough, but I
could do it. “Wen

did you want to go?”

“Well, that's the thing . . . ,” she said.

“What' s the thing?”

“Wlson, please let nme finish,” she said. She drew a | ong
breat h, not bothering

to hide the weariness in her tone. “What | was trying to
say was that | think

mght like to visit himby nyself.”

For a nonent, | didn’t know what to say.

“You're upset, aren’t you,” she said.

“No,” | said quickly. “He’s our son. How could | get upset
about that?” To

underscore ny equanimty, | used nmy knife to cut another
bite of neat. “So when

were you thinking about headi ng up there?” | asked.

“Next week,” she said. “On Thursday.”

“Thur sday?”

“l already have ny ticket.”

Though she wasn’t quite finished with her neal, she rose
and headed for the

kitchen. By the way she avoided ny gaze, | suspected she
had sonmething else to

say but wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it. A nonent

| ater, | was alone at the

table. If | turned, | could just see her face in profile
as she stood near the

si nk.



“Sounds like it’ll be fun,” | called out with what | hoped
sounded |i ke

nonchal ance. “And | know Joseph will enjoy it, too. Mybe
there’s a show or

sonmet hing that you could see while you' re up there.”

“Maybe,” | heard her say. “l guess it depends on his
schedul e.”
Hearing the faucet run, | rose fromny seat and brought ny

di shes to the sink.
Jane said nothing as | approached.

“I't should be a wonderful weekend,” | added.
She reached for ny plate and began to rinse.
“Ch, about that . . . ,” she said.

“Yes?”

“I was thinking about staying up there for nore than just
t he weekend.”

At her words, | felt ny shoulders tense. “How | ong are you
pl anning to stay?” |
asked.

She set ny plate off to the side.

“A coupl e of weeks,” she answered.

O course, | didn't blame Jane for the path our marriage
seened to have taken.

Sonehow | knew | bore a greater portion of the
responsibility, even if | hadn’t

yet put together all the pieces of why and how. For
starters, | have to admt

that |1’ve never been quite the person ny wife wanted ne to
be, even fromthe

begi nning of our marriage. | know, for instance, that she
w shed | were nore

romantic, the way her own father had been with her nother.
Her father was the

kind of man who would hold his wife’s hand in the hours
after dinner or

spont aneously pick a bouquet of wldflowers on his way
home from work. Even as a

child, Jane was enthralled by her parents’ romance. Over
the years, |’ve heard

her speaking with her sister Kate on the phone, wondering
al oud why | seened to

find romance such a difficult concept. It isn't that |
haven’'t nade attenpts, |

just don’t seemto have an understandi ng of what it takes



to make another’s

heart start fluttering. Neither hugs nor kisses were
common in the house where

|"d grown up, and displaying affection often left ne
feeling unconfortabl e,

especially in the presence of ny children. | talked to
Jane’s father about it

once, and he suggested that | wite a letter to ny wife.
“Tell her why you | ove

her,” he said, “and give specific reasons.
twel ve years ago. |

remenber trying to take his advice, but as my hand hovered
over the paper, |

couldn’t seemto find the appropriate words. Eventually |
put the pen aside.

Unli ke her father, | have never been confortable

di scussing feelings. |I'm

steady, yes. Dependable, absolutely. Faithful, wthout a
doubt. But romance,

hate to admt, is as foreign to nme as giving birth.

| sometinmes wonder how nmany other nmen are exactly like ne.
Wil e Jane was in New York, Joseph answered the phone when
| call ed.

“Hey, Pop,” he said sinply.

“Hey,” | said. “How are you?”

“Fine,” he said. After what seened |like a painfully Iong
noment, he asked, “And

Thi s was

you?”

| shifted ny weight fromone foot to the other. “It’s
gui et around here, but |I'm

doi ng okay.” | paused. “How s your nomis visit going?”
“I't’s fine. |’ve been keeping her busy.”

“Shoppi ng and si ght seei ng?”

“Alittle. Mainly we’ve been doing a lot of talking. It’s
been interesting.”

| hesitated. Though I wondered what he neant, Joseph
seened to feel no need to

el aborate. “Oh,” | said, doing ny best to keep ny voice
light. “Is she around?”

“Actually, she isn't. She ran out to the grocery store.
She’ Il be back in a few

m nutes, though, if you want to call back.”

“No, that’s okay,” | said. “Just let her know that I
called. | should be around



all night if she wants to give ne a ring.”
“WIIl do,” he agreed. Then, after a nonent: “Hey, Pop? I
wanted to ask you

sonet hi ng.”

“Yes?”

“Did you really forget your anniversary?”

| took a long breath. “Yes,” | said, “I did.”

“How conme?”

“I don’t know,” | said. “lI renenbered that it was coni ng,
but when the day

arrived, it just slipped ny mnd. | don’'t have an excuse.”
“I't hurt her feelings,” he said.

“1 know.”

There was a nonent of silence on the other end. “Do you
under st and why?” he

finally asked.

Though | didn’'t answer Joseph’s question, | thought | did.
Quite sinply, Jane didn't want us to end up |ike the

el derly couples we

soneti nes saw when di ning out, couples that have al ways
aroused our pity.

These couples are, | should make clear, usually polite to
each other. The

husband m ght pull out a chair or collect the jackets, the
w fe m ght suggest

one of the specials. And when the waiter cones, they nay
punctuat e each other’s

orders with the knowl edge that has been gai ned over a
lifeti me—no salt on the

eggs or extra butter on the toast, for instance.

But then, once the order is placed, not a word passes

bet ween t hem

I nstead, they sip their drinks and gl ance out the w ndow,
waiting silently for

their food to arrive. Once it does, they m ght speak to
the waiter for a

noment —+o0 request a refill of coffee, for instance—but
they quickly retreat to

their own worlds as soon as he departs. And throughout the
nmeal , they wll sit

| i ke strangers who happen to be sharing the sane table, as
I f they believed that

t he enjoynent of each other’s conpany was nore effort than
It was worth.



Perhaps this is an exaggeration on ny part of what their
lives are really Ilike,

but |1’ ve occasionally wondered what brought these coupl es
to this point.

Wil e Jane was in New York, however, | was suddenly struck
by the notion that we

m ght be heading there as well.

When | picked Jane up fromthe airport, | renmenber feeling
strangely nervous. It

was an odd feeling, and | was relieved to see a flicker of
a smle as she wal ked

t hrough the gate and nade her way toward ne. \Wen she was
cl ose, | reached for

her carry-on.

“How was your trip?” | asked.

“I't was good,” she said. “I have no idea why Joseph |ikes
living there so nmuch.

It’s so busy and noisy all the tine. | couldn't do it.”
“d ad you’'re hone, then?”

“Yes,” she said. “l am But I'mtired.”

“I1"I'l bet. Trips are always tiring.”

For a nonent, neither of us said anything. | noved her

carry-on to ny other

hand. “How s Joseph doi ng?” | asked.

“He’s good. | think he’s put on a little weight since the
| ast tinme he was

here.”

“Anyt hing exciting going on with himthat you didn’t
menti on on the phone?”

“Not really,” she said. “He works too nuch, but that’'s
about it.”

In her tone | heard a hint of sadness, one that | didn't
guite understand. As |

considered it, | saw a young couple with their arns around
each ot her, hugging

as if they hadn’t seen each other in years.

“I"’mglad you' re hone,” | said.

She gl anced at ne, held ny eyes, then slowy turned toward
t he | uggage carousel.

“l know you are.”

This was our state of affairs one year ago.

| wish | could tell you that things inproved in the weeks
I mredi ately foll ow ng

Jane’s trip, but they did not. Instead, our life went on



as it had before; we

| ed our separate |lives, and one unnenorabl e day passed
into the next. Jane

wasn’'t exactly angry with nme, but she didn't seem happy,
either, and try as |

mght, | was at a loss as to what to do about it. It
seened as though a wall of

I ndi fference had sonehow been constructed between us

wi t hout ny being aware of

it. By late autum, three nonths after the forgotten

anni versary, |’d becone so

worri ed about our relationship that | knew | had to talk
to her father.

H s nanme is Noah Cal houn, and if you knew him you woul d
under stand why | went

to see himthat day. He and his wife, Allie, had noved to
Cr eeksi de Extended

Care Facility nearly eleven years earlier, in their
forty-sixth year of

marri age. Though they once shared a bed, Noah now sl eeps
alone, and | wasn’'t

surprised when | found his roomenpty. Mst days, when
went to visit him he

was seated on a bench near the pond, and | renmenber noving
to the wi ndow to nake

sure he was there.

Even froma distance, | recognized himeasily: the white
tufts of hair lifting

slightly in the wind, his stooped posture, the |ight blue
cardi gan sweater that

Kate had recently knitted for him He was ei ghty-seven
years old, a wdower with

hands that had curled with arthritis, and his health was
precarious. He carried

a vial of nitroglycerin pills in his pocket and suffered
from prostate cancer

but the doctors were nore concerned with his nental state.
They' d sat Jane and

nme down in the office a few years earlier and eyed us
gravely. He's been

suffering fromdel usions, they infornmed us, and the

del usi ons seemto be getting

worse. For ny part, | wasn’t so sure. | thought | knew him
better than nost



peopl e, and certainly better than the doctors. Wth the
exception of Jane, he

was mny dearest friend, and when | saw his solitary figure,
| couldn’t help but

ache for all that he had |ost.

H s owmn marriage had come to an end five years earlier,
but cynics would say it

had ended | ong before that. Allie suffered from

Al zheimer’s in the final years

of her life, and |I’ve cone to believe it’s an
intrinsically evil disease. It's a

sl ow unraveling of all that a person once was. \Wat are
we, after all, wthout

our nmenories, W thout our dreans? Watching the progression
was |ike watching a

sl ownotion picture of an inevitable tragedy. It was
difficult for Jane and ne

to visit Allie; Jane wanted to renenber her nother as she
once was, and | never

pressed her to go, for it was painful for me as well. For
Noah, however, it was

t he hardest of all

But that’s another story.

Leaving his room | nmade ny way to the courtyard. The
nor ni ng was cool, even for

autum. The | eaves were brilliant in the slanting
sunshine, and the air carried
the faint scent of chimmey snoke. This, | renmenbered, was

Allie s favorite tine

of year, and | felt his loneliness as | approached. As
usual , he was feeding the

swan, and when | reached his side, | put a grocery bag on
the ground. In it were

three | oaves of Wonder Bread. Noah al ways had nme purchase
the sanme itens when |

came to visit.

“Hell o, Noah,” | said. | knew | could call him*®“Dad,” as
Jane had with ny

father, but |’'ve never felt confortable with this and Noah
has never seened to

m nd.

At the sound of ny voice, Noah turned his head.

“Hell o, Wlson,” he said. “Thanks for dropping by.”

| rested a hand on his shoulder. “Are you doi ng okay?”



“Coul d be better,” he said. Then, with a m schi evous grin:
“Coul d be worse,

t hough, too.”

These were the words we al ways exchanged in greeting. He
patted the bench and |

took a seat next to him | stared out over the pond.
Fal l en | eaves resenbled a

kal ei doscope as they floated on the surface of the water.
The gl assy surface

mrrored the cloudl ess sky.

“lI’ve come to ask you sonething,” | said.

“Yes?” As he spoke, Noah tore off a piece of bread and
tossed it into the water.

The swan bobbed its beak toward it and straightened its
neck to swal | ow.

“1t’s about Jane,” | added.

“Jane,” he murnmured. “How i s she?”

“Good.” | nodded, shifting awkwardly. “She’ll be com ng by
| ater, | suppose.”

This was true. For the past few years, we’'ve visited him
frequently, sonetinmes

toget her, sonetinmes alone. | wondered if they spoke of ne
I n ny absence.

“And the Kkids?”

“They’re doing well, too. Anna’'s witing features now, and
Joseph finally found
a new apartnent. It’s in Queens, | think, but right near

the subway. Leslie’s

going canmping in the nmountains with friends this weekend.
She told us she aced

her mdterns.”

He nodded, his eyes never |eaving the swan. “You're very
| ucky, W/1lson,” he

said. “l hope you realize how fortunate you are that

t hey’ ve becone such

wonderful adults.”

“l do,” | said.

W fell into silence. Up close, the lines in his face
formed crevices, and |

could see the veins pul sing below the thinning skin of his
hands. Behind us, the

grounds were enpty, the chilly air keeping peopl e inside.
“l forgot our anniversary,” | said.

« Ch?”



“Twenty-ni ne years,” | added.

“ Mm "
Behind us, | could hear dried | eaves rattling in the
br eeze.

“I"’mworried about us,” | finally admtted.

Noah glanced at nme. At first | thought he would ask ne why
| was worried, but

I nstead he squinted, trying to read ny face. Then, turning
away, he tossed

anot her piece of bread to the swan. Wien he spoke, his

voi ce was soft and | ow,

an agi ng baritone tenpered by a southern accent.

“Do you renenber when Allie got sick? When | used to read
to her?”

“Yes,” | answered, feeling the nmenory pull at nme. He used
to read to her froma

not ebook that he’d witten before they noved to Creeksi de.
The not ebook hel d the

story of how he and Allie had fallen in | ove, and
sonetinmes after he read it

aloud to her, Allie would beconme nonentarily |ucid,
despite the ravages of

Al zheimer’s. The lucidity never |asted | ong—and as the

di sease progressed

further, it ceased conpl etel y—but when it happened,
Allie s inprovenent was

dramati c enough for specialists to travel from Chapel Hil
to Creekside in the

hopes of understanding it. That reading to Allie sonetines
wor ked, there was no

doubt. Wiy it worked, however, was sonething the
specialists were never able to

figure out.

“Do you know why | did that?” he asked.

| brought ny hands to ny lap. “l believe so,” | answered.
“I't helped Allie. And

because she made you prom se you woul d.”

“Yes,” he said, “that’s true.” He paused, and | could hear
hi m wheezi ng, the

sound |ike air through an old accordion. “But that wasn’t
the only reason | did

it. | alsodidit for nme. Alot of folks didn't understand
that.”

Though he trailed off, | knew he wasn't finished, and |



said nothing. In the

silence, the swan stopped circling and noved cl oser.
Except for a black spot the

size of a silver dollar on its chest, the swan was the
color of ivory. It seened

to hover in place when Noah began speaki ng agai n.

“Do you know what | nobst renenber about the good days?” he
asked.

| knew he was referring to those rare days when Allie
recogni zed him and |

shook ny head. “No,” | answered.

“Falling in love,” he said. “That’s what | renenber. On
her good days, it was

li ke we were just starting out all over again.”

He smiled. “That’s what | nmean when | say that | did it
for me. Every tinme |

read to her, it was like | was courting her, because
soneti nmes, just sonetines,

she would fall in love with ne again, just |like she had a
|l ong tinme ago. And

that’s the nost wonderful feeling in the world. How many
peopl e are ever given

t hat chance? To have soneone you love fall in love with
you over and over?”

Noah didn’'t seemto expect an answer, and | didn't offer
one.

| nstead, we spent the next hour discussing the children
and his health. W did

not speak of Jane or Allie again. After | left, however, I
t hought about our

visit. Despite the doctors’ worries, Noah seened as sharp
as ever. He had not

only known that | would be conming to see him | realized,
but had antici pated

the reason for ny visit. And in typical southern fashion,
he’ d given nme the

answer to ny problem w thout ny ever having had to ask
himdirectly.

It was then that | knew what | had to do.

Chapter Two

| had to court my w fe again.

It sounds so sinple, doesn’'t it? What coul d be easier?
There were, after all,



certain advantages to a situation |like ours. For one
thing, Jane and | live in

t he same house, and after three decades together, it’s not
as though we had to

start over. Wt could dispense with the famly histories,

t he hunorous anecdot es

fromour chil dhoods, the questions of what we did for a
living and whet her or

not our goals were conpatible. Furthernore, the surprises
that individuals tend

to keep hidden in the early stages of a relationship were
already out in the

open. My wife, for instance, already knew that | snore, so
there was no reason

to hide sonething like that fromher. For ny part, |’ve
seen her when she’s been

sick wwth the flu, and it nmakes no difference to ne how
her hair | ooks when she

gets up in the norning.

G ven those practical realities, |I assuned that w nning
Jane’s | ove again would
be relatively easy. | would sinply try to re-create what

we had had in our early

years toget her—as Noah had done for Allie by reading to
her. Yet upon further

reflection, | slowy cane to the realization that 1'd
never really understood

what she saw in nme in the first place. Though | think of
nysel f as responsi bl e,

this was not the sort of trait wonen considered attractive
back then. | was,

after all, a baby boonmer, a child of the hang-I oose,
me-first generation.
It was 1971 when | saw Jane for the first tine. | was

twenty-four, in ny second

year of |aw school at Duke University, and nost people
woul d have consi dered ne

a serious student, even as an undergraduate. | never had a
roonmate for nore

than a single term since | often studied late into the
evenings with the |anp

bl azi ng. Most of ny former roonmmates seened to view

coll ege as a worl d of

weekends separated by boring classes, while | viewed



col |l ege as preparation for

the future.

VWiile I'll admt that | was serious, Jane was the first to
call nme shy. We net

one Saturday norning at a coffee shop downtown. It was
early Novenber, and due

to ny responsibilities at the Law Review, ny cl asses
seenmed particularly

chal | engi ng. Anxi ous about falling behind in ny studies,
|’d driven to a coffee

shop, hoping to find a place to study where I wouldn’t be
recogni zed or

I nt errupt ed.

It was Jane who approached the table and took ny order,
and even now, | can

recall that nmonment vividly. She wore her dark hair in a
ponytail, and her

chocol ate eyes were set off by the hint of olive in her
skin. She was wearing a

dark bl ue apron over a sky blue dress, and | was struck by
t he easy way she

smled at nme, as if she were pleased that | had chosen to
sit in her section.

When she asked for nmy order, | heard the southern draw
characteristic of

eastern North Carolina.

| didn’t know then that we woul d eventual |y have di nner

t oget her, but | renmenber

goi ng back the foll owi ng day and requesting the sane
table. She smled when |

sat down, and | can’t deny that | was pleased that she
seened to renenber ne.

These weekend visits went on for about a nonth, during
whi ch we never struck up

a conversation or asked each other’s nanmes, but | soon
noticed that nmy m nd

began to wander every tinme she approached the table to
refill my coffee. For a

reason | can’t quite explain, she seened always to snell
of ci nnanon.

To be honest, | wasn’t conpletely confortable as a young
man w th those of the
opposite sex. In high school, | was neither an athlete nor

a nenber of the



student council, the two nost popul ar groups. | was,
however, quite fond of

chess and started a club that eventually grew to el even
menbers. Unfortunately,

none of themwere fenmale. Despite ny |ack of experience, |
had managed to go out

with about half a dozen wonen during ny undergraduate
years and enjoyed their

conpany on those evenings out. But because |’d nade the
deci sion not to pursue a

relationship until | was financially ready to do so,
didn't get to know any of

t hese wonen well and they quickly slipped fromnmy m nd.

Yet frequently after |eaving the coffee shop, | found
nysel f thinking of the
ponytail ed waitress, often when | |east expected it. More

t han once, ny mnd

drifted during class, and | woul d i magi ne her noving

t hrough the | ecture hall

wearing her blue apron and offering nenus. These inages
enbarrassed ne, but even

so, | was unable to prevent themfromrecurring.

| have no idea where all of this would have | ed had she
not finally taken the

initiative. | had spent nost of the norning studying amd
t he cl ouds of

cigarette snoke that drifted from other booths in the
di ner when it began to

pour. It was a cold, driving rain, a stormthat had
drifted in fromthe

nmountai ns. | had, of course, brought an unbrella with ne
I n anticipation of such

an event.

When she approached the table I | ooked up, expecting a
refill for ny coffee, but

noticed i nstead that her apron was tucked beneath her arm
She renoved the

ri bbon fromher ponytail, and her hair cascaded to her
shoul ders.

“Wul d you mnd wal king ne to ny car?” she asked. “I

noti ced your unbrella and

|’d rather not get wet.”

It was inpossible to refuse her request, so | collected ny
t hings, then held the



door open for her, and together we wal ked through puddl es
as deep as pie tins.

Her shoul der brushed ny own, and as we spl ashed across the
street in the pouring

rain, she shouted her nane and nentioned the fact that she
was attendi ng

Meredith, a college for wonen. She was majoring in
Engl i sh, she added, and hoped

to teach school after she graduated. | didn’t offer much

I n response,

concentrating as | was on keeping her dry. Wen we reached
her car, | expected

her to get in imediately, but instead she turned to face
me.

“You're kind of shy, aren’t you,” she said.

| wasn’'t quite sure howto respond, and | think she saw
this in nmy expression,

for she |aughed al nost i medi ately.

“I't’s okay, Wlson. | happen to |ike shy.”

That she had sonehow taken the initiative to | earn ny nane
shoul d have struck ne

then, but it did not. Instead, as she stood on the street
with the rain com ng

down and mascara running onto her cheeks, all | could
think was that |’'d never

seen anyone nore beautiful.

My wife is still beautiful.

O course, it's a softer beauty now, one that has deepened
with age. Her skin is

delicate to the touch, and there are winkles where it
once was snooth. Her hips

have becone rounder, her stomach a little fuller, but I
still find nyself filled

wi th | ongi ng when | see her undressing in the bedroom

W' ve made | ove infrequently these |ast few years, and
when we did, it |acked

the spontaneity and excitenent we’' d enjoyed in the past.
But it wasn't the

| overmaking itself |I mssed nost. What | craved was the

| ong- absent | ook of

desire in Jane’s eyes or a sinple touch or gesture that

| et me know she want ed

me as nmuch as | longed for her. Sonething, anything, that
woul d signal | was



still special to her.

But how, | wondered, was | supposed to nmake this happen?
Yes, | knew that | had

to court Jane again, but | realized that this was not as
easy as |'d originally

t hought it would be. Qur thorough famliarity, which |
first imgined woul d

sinplify things, actually nmade things nore chall engi ng.
Qur di nner

conversations, for instance, were stilted by routine. For
a few weeks after

talking to Noah, | actually spent part of ny afternoons at
the office com ng up

Wi th new topics for |ater discussion, but when | brought
t hem up, they al ways

seened forced and woul d soon fizzle out. As always, we
returned to di scussions

of the children or ny law firm s clients and enpl oyees.
Qur life together, | began to realize, had settled into a
pattern that was not

conduci ve to renewi ng any kind of passion. For years we’'d
adopt ed separate

schedul es to accommopdate our nostly separate duties. In
the early years of our

famly' s life, | spent |long hours at the firm—+ncluding
eveni ngs and

weekends—neki ng sure that | would be viewed as a worthy
partner when the tine

came. | never used all ny allotted vacation tine. Perhaps
| was overzeal ous in

nmy determnation to i npress Anbry and Saxon, but with a
growng famly to

provide for, | didn't want to take any chances. | now
realize that the pursuit

of success at work conmbined with ny natural reticence kept
me at armis |length

fromthe rest of the famly, and |I’'ve conme to believe that
|’ ve al ways been

sonet hing of an outsider in nmy own house.

VWhile | was busy in ny owmn world, Jane had her hands full
with the children. As

their activities and demands grew nore nunmerous, it

soneti mes seened that she

was a blur of harried activity who nerely rushed past ne



I n the hallways. There

were years, | had to admt, in which we ate dinner
separately nore often than

t oget her, and though occasionally it struck nme as odd, |
did nothing to change

this.

Per haps we becane used to this way of |ife, but once the
children were no | onger

there to govern our lives, we seened powerless to fill in
the enpty spaces

bet ween us. And despite nmy concern about the state of our
rel ationship, the

sudden attenpt to change our routines was akin to
tunnel i ng through |inestone

Wi th a spoon

This is not to say | didn’t try. In January, for instance,
| bought a cookbook

and took to preparing neals on Saturday evenings for the
two of us; sone of

them | mght add, were quite original and delicious. In
addition to ny requl ar

gol f gane, | began wal ki ng t hrough our nei ghborhood three
nor ni ngs a week,
hoping to lose a bit of weight. |I even spent a few

afternoons in the bookstore,

browsi ng the self-help section, hoping to |l earn what el se
| could do. The

experts’ advice on inproving a marriage? To focus on the
four As—attention,

appreciation, affection, and attraction. Yes, | renenber

t hi nki ng, that nmakes

perfect sense, so | turned ny efforts in those directions.
| spent nore tine

with Jane in the evenings instead of working in ny den, |
conpl i mented her

frequently, and when she spoke of her daily activities, |
| i stened carefully and

nodded when appropriate to |let her know she had ny full
attention.

| was under no illusions that any of these renedi es would
magi cally restore

Jane’s passion for nme, nor did | take a short-term vi ew of
the matter. If it had

taken twenty-nine years to drift apart, | knew that a few



weeks of effort was

sinply the beginning of a | ong process of rapprochenent.
Yet even if things were

i nproving slightly, the progress was slower than I'd
hoped. By late spring, |

canme to the conclusion that in addition to these daily
changes, | needed to do

sonet hing el se, sonmething dramatic, sonething to show Jane
that she was still

and al ways woul d be, the nost inportant person in ny life.
Then, |l ate one

evening, as | found nyself glancing through our famly

al buns, an idea began to

t ake hol d.
| awoke the next day filled with energy and good
intentions. | knew ny pl an

woul d have to be carried out secretly and nethodically,
and the first thing |

did was to rent a post office box. | didn't progress nuch
further on ny plans

ri ght away, however, for it was around this tine that Noah
had a stroke.

It was not the first stroke he’d had, but it was his nost
serious. He was in the

hospital for nearly eight weeks, during which tinme ny
wife's attention was

devoted fully to his care. She spent every day at the
hospital, and in the

eveni ngs she was too tired and upset to notice ny efforts
to renew our

rel ati onship. Noah was eventually able to return to
Creeksi de and was soon

feeding the swan at the pond again, but | think it drove
home the point that he

woul dn’t be around much | onger. | spent many hours quietly
soot hing Jane’'s tears

and sinply conforting her.

O all | did during that year, it was this, | think, that
she appreci at ed nost
of all. Perhaps it was the steadi ness | provided, or maybe

it really was the

result of ny efforts over the |ast few nonths, but

what ever it was, | began to

noti ce occasional displays of newfound warnth from Jane.



Though they were

I nfrequent, | savored them desperately, hoping that our
rel ati onship was sonmehow

back on track.

Thankful Iy, Noah continued to inprove, and by early
August, the year of the

forgotten anniversary was conmng to a close. 1'd | ost
nearly twenty pounds since

|’ d begun ny nei ghborhood strolls, and |I’d devel oped the
habit of sw ngi ng by

the post office box daily to collect itens I'd solicited
fromothers. | worked

on nmy special project while | was at the office to keep it
a secret from Jane.

Additionally, 1'd decided to take off the two weeks
surrounding our thirtieth

anni versary—the | ongest vacation |I’'d ever taken from
work—i th the intention of

spending tinme with Jane. Considering what |’ d done the
year before, | wanted

this anniversary to be as nenorabl e as possi bl e.

Then, on the evening of Friday, August 15-ny first night
of vacation and exactly

ei ght days before our anniversary-sonet hi ng happened t hat
nei t her Jane nor |

woul d ever forget.

W were both relaxing in the living room | was seated in
ny favorite arncthair,

readi ng a bi ography of Theodore Roosevelt, while ny wife
was | eafing through the

pages of a catal og. Suddenly Anna burst through the front
door. At the tine, she

was still living in New Bern, but she had recently put
down a deposit on an

apartnment in Raleigh and would be noving in a coupl e of
weeks to join Keith for

the first year of his residency at Duke Medical School .
Despite the heat, Anna was wearing black. Both ears were
doubl e pierced, and her

| i pstick seenmed at |east a few shades too dark. By this
time, | had grown used

to the gothic flairs of her personality, but when she sat
across fromus, | saw

agai n how nmuch she resenbl ed her nother. Her face was



fl ushed, and she brought

her hands together as if trying to steady herself.

“Mom and Dad,” she said, “I have sonething to tell you.”
Jane sat up and set the catal og aside. | knew she coul d
tell from Anna’ s voice

t hat sonet hing serious was comng. The last tinme Anna had
acted like this, she'd

I nformed us that she would be noving in wth Keith.

| know, | know. But she was an adult, and what could | do?
“What is it, honey?” Jane asked.

Anna | ooked from Jane to ne and back to Jane agai n before
taki ng a deep breath.

“I"mgetting married,” she said.

|"ve cone to believe that children [ive for the
satisfaction of surprising their

parents, and Anna’ s announcenent was no exception.

In fact, everything associated with having children has
been surprising. There’'s

a comon | anment that the first year of marriage is the

har dest, but for Jane and

nyself, this was not true. Nor was the seventh year, the
year of the supposed

itch, the nost difficult.

No, for us—aside fromthe past few years, perhaps—+the nost
chal | engi ng years

were those that followed the births of our children. There
seens to be a

m sconception, especially anong those coupl es who' ve yet
to have kids, that the

first year of a child s life resenbles a Hall mark
commercial, conplete with

cooi ng babies and smling, cal mparents.

In contrast, ny wife still refers to that period as “the
hat eful years.” She

says this tongue-in-cheek, of course, but |I strongly doubt
she wants to relive

them any nore than | do.

By “hateful,” what Jane neant was this: There were nonents
when she hat ed

practically everything. She hated how she | ooked and how
she felt. She hated

wonen whose breasts didn't ache and wonen who still fit
into their clothes. She

hat ed how oily her skin becane and hated the pinples that



appeared for the first

time since adol escence. But it was the |ack of sleep that
rai sed her ire nost of

all, and consequently, nothing irritated her nore than
heari ng stories of other

not hers whose infants slept through the night w thin weeks
of leaving the

hospital. In fact, she hated everyone who had the
opportunity to sleep nore than

three hours at a stretch, and there were tines, it seened,
t hat she even hated

me for my role in all this. After all, | couldn’t
breast-feed, and because of ny

|l ong hours at the law firm | had no choice but to sleep
i n the guest room

occasionally so | could function at the office the next
day. Though |’ mcertain

t hat she understood this intellectually, it often didn't
seem t hat way.

“Good norning,” | mght say when | saw her staggering into
the kitchen. “How did

t he baby sl eep?”

| nstead of answering, she would sigh inpatiently as she
noved toward the

cof f eepot.

“Up alot?” |I'd ask tentatively.

“You wouldn’t | ast a week.”

On cue, the baby would start to cry. Jane would grit her
teeth, slam her coffee

cup down, and |ook as if she wondered why it was that CGod
seened to hate her so.

In tinme, | learned it was wi ser not to say anything.

Then, of course, there is the fact that having a child
transfornms the basic

marri age rel ati onship. No |onger are you sinply husband
and wi fe, you are nother

and father as well, and all spontaneity vani shes

I mredi ately. Going out to

di nner? Have to find out whether her parents can watch the
baby, or if another

sitter is avail able. New novie playing at the theater?
Haven't seen one of these

I n over a year. Wekend getaways? Coul dn’t even conceive
of them There was no



time to do those things that had encouraged us to fall in
|l ove in the first

pl ace—wal ki ng and tal king and spending tine al one—and this
was difficult for

bot h of wus.

This is not to say that the first year was entirely

m ser abl e. When peopl e ask

me what it'’s like to be a parent, | say that it’s anobng
t he hardest things
you' Il ever do, but in exchange, it teaches you the

meani ng of unconditi onal
| ove. Everything a baby does strikes a parent as the nost
magi cal thing he or

she has ever seen. |I’'Il always renenber the day each of ny
children first smled
at me; | renenber clapping and watching the tears spill

down Jane’s face as they

took their first steps; and there is nothing quite as
peaceful as holding a

sleeping child in the confort of your arns and wonderi ng
how it’s possible to

care so deeply. Those are the nonents that | find nyself
remenbering in vivid

detail now. The chal |l enges—+though | can speak of them

di spassi onatel y—are

not hi ng but distant and foggy inmages, nore akin to a dream
than reality.

No, there’s no experience quite |like having children, and
despite the chall enges

we once faced, |’ve considered nyself blessed because of
the famly we created.

As | said, however, |’ve just |earned to be prepared for
surprises.

At Anna’s statenent, Jane junped up fromthe couch with a
squeal and i medi ately

wrapped Anna in her arnms. She and | were both very fond of
Keith. When | offered

nmy congratul ati ons and a hug, Anna responded wth a
cryptic smle

“Ch, honey,” Jane repeated, “this is just wonderful!
How di d he ask you? .
Wen? . . . | want to hear all about it. . . . Let ne

see the ring.
After the burst of questions, | could see ny wwfe's face



fall when Anna began

shaki ng her head.

“It’s not going to be that kind of wedding, Mom W

al ready live together, and

neither of us wants to nake a big deal about this. It’'s
not |ike we need anot her

bl ender or sal ad bow .”

Her statenment didn’t surprise nme. Anna, as |’ve nentioned,
has al ways done

t hi ngs her own way.

“Ch . . . ,” Jane said, but before she could say anything
nore, Anna reached for
her hand.

“There’s sonething else, Mom It’s kind of inportant.”
Anna gl anced warily fromne to Jane agai n.

“The thing is . . . well, you know how G anpa’ s doi ng,
ri ght?”

We nodded. Like all ny children, Anna had al ways been
cl ose to Noah.

“And with his stroke and all . . . well, Keith has really
enj oyed getting to
know himand | [ ove himnore than anything . "

She paused. Jane squeezed her hand, urging her to

conti nue.

“Wel'l, we want to get married while he’'s still healthy,
and none of us knows how

long he really has. So Keith and | got to tal ki ng about
possi bl e dates, and with

hi m headi ng off to Duke in a couple of weeks for his
resi dency and the fact that

" m nmoving, too, and then G anpa’'s health . . . well, we
wondered if you two
wouldn’t mnd if
She trailed off, her gaze finally settling on Jane.

“Yes,” Jane whi spered.

Anna drew a |long breath. “W were thinking about getting
marri ed next Saturday.”

Jane’s nouth fornmed a small 0. Anna continued speaking,
clearly anxious to get

the rest out before we could interrupt.

“I know it’s your anniversary—and it’s okay if you say no,
of course—but we both

think it would be a wonderful way to honor the two of you.
For everything you’ ve



done for each other, for everything you ve done for ne.
And it seens |ike the

best way. | nmean, we want sonething easy, like a justice
of the peace at the

court house and maybe dinner with the famly. W don’'t want
gi fts or anything

fancy. Wuld you m nd?”

As soon as | saw Jane’'s face, | knew what her answer woul d
be.

Chapter Three

Li ke Anna, Jane and | didn’'t have a | ong engagenent.

After graduating fromlaw school, |1'd started as an

associ ate at Anbry and

Saxon, for Joshua Tundl e had not yet been nmade partner. He
was, |like nme, an

associ ate, and our offices were across the hall from each
other. Originally from

Pol | ocksville—a small ham et twelve mles south of New
Ber n—-he’ d attended East

Carolina University, and during ny first year at the firm
he often asked nme how

| was adapting to life in a small town. It wasn't, |
confessed, exactly what 1’'d

| magi ned. Even in | aw school, 1’'d always assuned that |
would work in a |large

city as ny parents had, yet | ended up accepting a job in
t he town where Jane

had been rai sed.

|’d noved here for her, but | can’'t say |’ve ever
regretted nmy decision. New

Bern may not have a university or research park, but what
it lacks in size, it

makes up for in character. It’'s located ninety mles

sout heast of Raleigh in

flat, low country amd forests of loblolly pines and w de,
sl ow novi ng rivers.

The brackish waters of the Neuse R ver wash the edges of
the town and seemto

change col or al nost hourly, fromgunnetal gray at dawn, to
bl ue on sunny

afternoons, and then to brown as the sun begins to set. At
night, it’s a swrl

of liquid coal.



My office is downtown near the historic district, and
after lunch, 1’11

sonmetines stroll by the old honmes. New Bern was founded in
1710 by Swi ss and

Pal ati ne settlers, nmaking it the second ol dest town in
North Carolina. Wen

first noved here, a great many of the historic hones were
di | api dated and

abandoned. This has changed in the last thirty years. One
by one, new owners

began to restore these residences to their former glory,
and nowadays, a

sidewal k tour | eaves one with the feeling that renewal is
possible in tinmes and

pl aces we | east expect. Those interested in architecture
can find handbl own

glass in the wi ndows, antique brass fixtures on the doors,
and hand- carved

wai nscoting that conplenents the hard-pine floor inside.
Graceful porches face

the narrow streets, harkening back to a tinme when people
sat outside in the

early evenings to catch a stray breeze. The streets are
shaded wi th oaks and

dogwoods, and thousands of azal eas bl oom every spring. It
Is, quite sinply, one

of the nost beautiful places |’'ve ever seen.

Jane was raised on the outskirts of town in a forner

pl antati on house built

nearly two hundred years earlier. Noah had restored it in
the years follow ng

Wrld War |1; he was neticulous in the work he did, and

| i ke many of the other

historic hones in town, it retains a | ook of grandeur that
has only grown with

t he passage of tine.

Sonetinmes | visit the old honme. 1’'I1 drop by after
finishing at work or on ny

way to the store; other tines | make a special trip. This
Is one of ny secrets,

for Jane doesn’'t know | do this. Wile I'’mcertain she
woul dn’t mnd, there's a

hi dden pl easure in keeping these visits to nyself. Com ng
here makes ne feel



both nysterious and fraternal, for | know that everyone
has secrets, including

ny wife. As | gaze out over the property, | frequently
wonder what hers m ght
be.

Only one person knows about ny visits. Hi s nane is Harvey
Vel lington, and he's a

bl ack man about ny age who lives in a small clapboard
house on the adjacent

property. One or nore nenbers of his famly have lived in
t he honme since before

the turn of the century, and I know he’s a reverend at the
| ocal Baptist church.

He’' d al ways been close to everyone in Jane’'s famly,
especially Jane, but since

Al'lie and Noah noved to Creekside, nobst of our

comuni cati on has taken the form

of the Christmas cards we exchange annually. |’ve seen him
standi ng on the

saggi ng porch of his house when | visit, but because of
the distance, it’'s

| npossi ble to know what he’s thinking when he sees ne.

| seldom go inside Noah’s house. It’'s been boarded up
since Noah and Allie noved

to Creekside, and the furniture is covered, |like sheeted
ghosts on Hal | oween.

Instead, | prefer to walk the grounds. | shuffle along the
gravel drive; | walk

the fence line, touching posts; | head around to the rear

of the house, where

the river passes by. The river is narrower at the house
than it is downtown, and

there are nonents when the water is absolutely still, a
mrror reflecting the

sky. Sonetinmes | stand at the edge of the dock, watching
the sky in the water’s

reflection, and listen to the breeze as it gently noves
t he | eaves over head.

Qccasionally | find nyself standing beneath the trellis
that Noah built after

his marriage. Allie had always | oved flowers, and Noah
pl anted a rose garden in

t he shape of concentric hearts that was visible fromthe
bedr oom wi ndow and



surrounded a formal, three-tiered fountain. He' d al so
Installed a series of

floodlights that nade it possible to see the bl oons even
in the darkness, and

the effect was dazzling. The hand-carved trellis led to

t he garden, and because

Allie was an artist, both had appeared in a nunber of her
pai nti ngs—pai nti ngs

that for sonme reason always seened to convey a hint of
sadness despite their

beauty. Now, the rose garden is untended and wld, the
trellis is aged and

cracking, but I'mstill noved when | stand before them As
with his work on the

house, Noah put great effort into maki ng both the garden
and the trellis unique;

| often reach out to trace the carvings or sinply stare at
t he roses, hoping

perhaps to absorb the talents that have al ways el uded ne.
| cone here because this place is special to ne. It was
here, after all, that |

first realized | was in love with Jane, and while | know
ny life was bettered

because of it, | nust admt that even now |'’mnystified by
how it happened.

| certainly had no intention of falling for Jane when |
wal ked her to her car on

that rainy day in 1971. | barely knew her, but as | stood
beneath the unbrella

and wat ched her drive away, | was suddenly certain that |
wanted to see her

again. Hours later, while studying that evening, her words
continued to echo

t hrough nmy m nd.

It’s okay, WIson, she had said. | happen to |Iike shy.

Unable to concentrate, | set ny book aside and rose from
t he desk. | had neither
the time nor the desire for a relationship, | told nyself,

and after pacing

around the roomand reflecting on ny hectic schedul e—as
well as ny desire to be

financially independent—+ made the decision not to go back
to the diner. This

wasn’'t an easy decision, but it was the right one, |



t hought, and resol ved to
think no nore on the subject.

The follow ng week, | studied in the library, but |I would
be lying if | said I

didn’t see Jane. Each and every night, | found nyself
reliving our brief

encounter: her cascading hair, the lilt of her voice, her

patient gaze as we
stood in the rain. Yet the nore | forced nyself not to
t hi nk of her, the nore

powerful the imges becane. | knew then that ny resolve
woul dn’t | ast a second

week, and on Saturday norning, | found nyself reaching for
ny keys.

| didn't go to the diner to ask her out. Rather, | went to

prove to nyself that
It had been nothing nore than a nonentary infatuation. She
was just an ordinary

girl, I told nyself, and when | saw her, | would see that
she was not hi ng
special. |I'd al nost convinced nyself of that by the tine |

par ked the car.

As al ways, the diner was crowded, and | wove through a
departing group of nen as

| made ny way to ny regul ar booth. The tabl e had been
recently w ped, and after

taking a seat, | used a paper napkin to dry it before
openi ng mny textbook.

Wth ny head bowed, | was turning to the appropriate
chapter when | realized she

was approaching. | pretended not to notice until she
stopped at the table, but
when | | ooked up, it wasn’t Jane. Instead, it was a wonan

in her forties. An

order pad was in her apron, and a pen was tucked behind
her ear.

“Wuld you |i ke sone coffee this norning?” she asked. She
had a briskly

ef ficient deneanor that suggested she’d probably worked
here for years, and |

wondered why | hadn’t noticed her before.

“Yes, please.”

“Back in a mnute,” she chirped, dropping off a nenu. As
soon as she turned



away, | glanced around the diner and spotted Jane carrying
plates fromthe

kitchen to a group of tables near the far end of the
diner. | watched her for a

nonment, wondering if she’'d noticed that 1'd cone in, but
she was focused on her

work and didn’t |look ny way. From a di stance, there was
not hi ng magi cal in the

way she stood and noved, and | found nyself breathing a
sigh of relief,

convinced that |1'd shaken off the strange fascination that
had pl agued ne so

much of | ate.

My coffee arrived and | placed ny order. Absorbed in ny

t ext book again, | had

read through half a page when | heard her voice beside ne.
“H, WIlson.”

Jane smled when | | ooked up. “I didn't see you | ast
weekend,” she went on
easily. “I thought I must have scared you away.”

| swal | owed, unable to speak, thinking that she was even
prettier than I

remenbered. | don’t know how long | stared w thout saying
anyt hing, but it was

| ong enough for her face to take on a concerned

expr essi on.

“W I son?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” | said, but strangely, | couldn’t think of anything
nore to add.

After a nonent she nodded, |ooking puzzled. “Well

good. I'msorry | didn’t

see you conme in. | would have had you sit in ny section.
You' re just about the

closest thing | have to a regular custoner.”

“Yes,” | said again. | knew even then that ny response
made no sense, but this

was the only word | seened able to fornmulate in her
presence.

She waited for me to add sonething nore. Wien | didn’t, |
glinpsed a flash of

di sappointnment in her expression. “l can see you re busy,”
she finally said,
noddi ng to ny book. “I just wanted to cone over and say

hel l o, and to thank you



again for walking me to ny car. Enjoy your breakfast.”
She was about to turn before | was able to break the spell
| seened to be under.

“Jane?” | Dblurted out.

“Yes?”

| cleared ny throat. “Maybe | could wal k you to your car
again sonetine. Even if

It’s not raining.”

She studied nme for a nonment before answering. “That woul d
be nice, WIlson.”

“Maybe | ater today?”

She smled. “Sure.”

When she turned, | spoke again.

“And Jane?”

This tinme she glanced over her shoul der. “Yes?”

Finally understanding the real reason | had cone, | put

bot h hands on ny

text book, trying to draw strength froma world that
under st ood. “Wul d you

| i ke to have dinner with nme this weekend?”

She seened anused that it had taken ne so |long to ask.
“Yes, WIlson,” she said. “I’d |like that very nuch.”

It was hard to believe that here we were, nore than three
decades later, sitting

W th our daughter discussing her upcom ng weddi ng.

Anna’ s surprise request for a sinple, quick weddi ng was
nmet with utter silence.

At first Jane seened thunderstruck, but then, regaining
her senses, she began to

shake her head, whispering with nounting urgency, “No, no,
no. . .7

In retrospect, her reaction was hardly unexpected. |
suppose that one of the

nmonents a nother | ooks nost forward to in life is when a
daughter gets nmarried.

An entire industry has been built up around weddi ngs, and
It’s only natural that

nost not hers have expectati ons about the way it’'s supposed
to be. Anna’s ideas

presented a sharp contrast to what Jane had al ways want ed
for her daughters, and

t hough it was Anna’ s weddi ng, Jane could no nore escape
her beliefs than she

could her own past.



Jane didn't have a problemw th Anna and Keith marryi ng on
our anni versary-she

of all people knew the state of Noah’s health, and Anna
and Keith were, in fact,

noving in a couple of weeks—but she didn't |like the idea
of themgetting married

by a justice of the peace. Nor was she pleased that there
were only eight days

to make the arrangenents and that Anna i ntended to keep
the celebration small.

| sat in silence as the negotiations began in earnest.
Jane woul d say, “What

about the Sl oans? They woul d be heartbroken if you didn't
invite them O John

Pet erson? He taught you piano for years, and | know how
much you liked him?”
“But it’s no big deal,’
al ready live together.
Most people act like we're already marri ed anyway.”
“But what about a photographer? Surely you want sone
pi ctures.”

“I"’msure lots of people will bring caneras,
counter. “Or you could

do it. You ve taken thousands of pictures over the years.”
At that, Jane would shake her head and | aunch into an

| npassi oned speech about

how it was going to be the nost inportant day in her life,
to which Anna woul d

respond that it would still be a marriage even w thout al
the trinmmngs. It

wasn’t hostile, but it was clear they had reached an

| npasse.

| amin the habit of deferring to Jane in nost matters of
this sort, especially

when they involve the girls, but |I realized that | had
sonmething to add in this

I nstance, and | sat up straighter on the couch.

“Maybe there’'s a conpromse,” | interjected.

Anna and Jane turned to | ook at me.

“I know your heart is set on next weekend,” | said to
Anna, “but would you m nd

If we invited a few extra people, in addition to the
famly? If we help with all

t he arrangenent s?”

Anna woul d repeat. “Keith and |

Anna woul d



“l don’t know that we have enough tinme for sonething |ike
that . . . ,” Anna

began.

“Wuld it be all right if we try?”

The negotiations continued for an hour after that, but in
the end, a few

conprom ses resulted. Anna, it seened, was surprisingly
agreeabl e once 1'd

spoken up. She knew a pastor, she said, and she was sure
he woul d agree to do

t he cerenony next weekend. Jane appeared happy and
relieved as the initial plans

began to take form

Meanwhil e, | was thinking about not only ny daughter’s
weddi ng, but al so our

thirtieth anniversary. Now, our anniversary-which |’'d
hoped to make

menor abl e—-and a weddi ng were going to occur on the sane
day, and of the two, |

knew whi ch event suddenly | ooned | argest.

The home that Jane and | share borders the Trent Ri ver,
and it’s nearly half a

mle w de behind our yard. At night, | sonetines sit on

t he deck and watch the

gentle ripples as they catch the noonlight. Dependi ng on
the weather, there are

nonment s when the water seens like a |living thing.

Unli ke Noah’s hone, ours doesn’t have a w aparound porch.
It was constructed in

an era when air-conditioning and the steady pull of
tel evi sion kept people

I ndoors. When we first wal ked through the house, Jane had
t aken one | ook out the

back w ndows and decided that if she couldn’'t have a
porch, she would at | east

have a deck. It was the first of many m nor construction
proj ects that

eventual ly transfornmed the house into sonething we could
confortably call our

hone.

After Anna left, Jane sat on the couch, staring toward the
sliding gl ass doors.

| wasn’t able to read her expression, but before |I could
ask what she was



t hi nki ng, she suddenly rose and went outside. Recogni zing
that the eveni ng had

been a shock, | went to the kitchen and opened a bottle of
wi ne. Jane had never

been a big drinker, but she enjoyed a glass of wine from
time to tinme, and |

t hought that tonight m ght be one of them

@ ass in hand, | nmade ny way to the deck. Qutside, the

ni ght was buzzing with

t he sounds of frogs and crickets. The nobon had not yet

ri sen, and across the

river | could see yellow lights glowi ng fromcountry
honmes. A breeze had picked

up, and | could hear the faint tings of the wind chine
Leslie had bought us for

Christmas | ast year

O her than that, there was silence. In the gentle |ight of
the porch, Jane’s

profile rem nded ne of a Geek statue, and once again, |
was struck by how nuch

she resenbled the woman | first saw | ong ago. Eyei ng her
hi gh cheekbones and

full lips, I was thankful that our daughters | ook nore

| i ke her than ne, and now

that one was getting married, | suppose | expected her
expression to be al nost

radiant. As | drew near, however, | was startled to see

t hat Jane was cryi ng.

| hesitated at the edge of the deck, wondering whether 1’d
made a m stake in

trying to join her. Before |I could turn, however, Jane
seened to sense ny

presence and gl anced over her shoul der.

“Ch, hey,” she said, sniffing.

“Are you okay?” | asked.

“Yes.” She paused, then shook her head. “I nean, no.
Actually, |I’mnot sure how

| feel.”

| noved to her side and set the glass of wine on the
railing. In the darkness,

the w ne | ooked like oil.

“Thank you,” she said. After taking a sip, she let out a
| ong breath before

gazi ng out over the water.



“This is so like Anna,” she finally said. “l guess |
shoul dn’t be surprised, but

still . . .7

She trailed off, setting the w ne aside.

“I thought you liked Keith,” | said.

“l do.” She nodded. “But a week? | don’t know where she
gets these ideas. |If she

was going to do sonething like this, | don’t understand
why she didn’t just

el ope and get it over with.”

“Wul d you rather she had done that?”

“No. | would have been furious wth her.”

| smled. Jane had al ways been honest.

“I't’s just that there’'s so nuch to do,” she went on, “and
| have no idea how

we're going to pull it all together. |I’mnot saying the
weddi ng has to be at the

bal | room of the Plaza, but still, you d think she would

want a phot ographer

there. O sone of her friends.”

“Didn't she agree to all that?”

Jane hesitated, choosing her words carefully.

“l just don’t think she realizes how often she' Il think
back to her weddi ng day.

She acted like it’s no big deal.”

“She’ |l always renenber it no matter how it turns out,” |
countered gently.

Jane cl osed her eyes for a long nonment. “You don’t

under stand,” she said.

Though she said no nore on the subject, | knew exactly
what she neant.

Quite sinply, Jane didn't want Anna to nake the sane

m st ake that she had.

My wife has always regretted the way we got married. W
had the kind of wedding

|"d insisted on, and though |I accept responsibility for
this, ny parents played

a significant role in ny decision.

My parents, unlike the vast mpjority of the country, were
atheists, and | was

rai sed accordingly. G owng up, | renenber being curious
about church and the

nysterious rituals | sonetines read about, but religion
was sonet hi ng we never



di scussed. It never cane up over dinner, and though there
were tinmes when |

realized that | was different fromother children in the
nei ghbor hood, it wasn’t

sonething that | dwelled upon.

| know differently now. | regard nmy Christian faith as the
greatest gift I’ ve

ever been given, and I wll dwell no nore on this except
to say that in

retrospect, | think I always knew there was sonethi ng

mssing in ny life. The

years | spent with Jane have proved that. Like her
parents, Jane was devout in

her beliefs, and it was she who started bringing ne to
church. She al so

purchased the Bible we read in the evenings, and it was
she who answered the

initial questions | had.

This did not happen, however, until after we were married.
If there was a source of tension in the years we were
dating, it was ny |lack of

faith, and there were tinmes |’m sure she questioned

whet her we were conpati bl e.

She has told ne that if she hadn’t been sure that | would
eventual |y accept

Jesus Christ as ny Savior, then she wouldn’t have married
me. | knew that Anna’s

comrent had brought back a painful nmenory for her, for it
was this same | ack of

faith that led us to be married on the courthouse steps.
At the tinme, | felt

strongly that marrying in the church woul d make ne a
hypocrite.

There was an additional reason we were married by a judge
i nstead of a mnister,

one that had to do with pride. | didn’t want Jane’'s
parents to pay for a

traditional church weddi ng, even though they coul d have
afforded it. As a parent

nyself, | now view such a duty as the gift that it is, but
at the tine, I

believed that | al one should be responsible for the cost.
If I wasn’'t able to

pay for a proper reception, ny reasoning went, then



woul dn’ t have one.

At the tinme, | could not afford a gala affair. | was new
at the firm and naking

a reasonable salary, but | was doing ny best to save for a
down paynment on a

honme. Though we were able to purchase our first house nine
nonths after we were

married, | no longer think such a sacrifice worthwhile.
Frugality, |’ve |earned,

has its own cost, one that sonmetinmes |asts forever

Qur cerenpony was over in less than ten mnutes; not a
single prayer was uttered.

| wore a dark gray suit; Jane was dressed in a yell ow
sundress with a gladiola

pinned in her hair. Her parents watched fromthe steps
bel ow us and sent us off

with a kiss and a handshake. W spent our honeynoon at a
gquaint inn in Beaufort,

and though she adored the antique canopy bed where we
first nade | ove, we stayed

for less than a weekend, since | had to be back in the

of fi ce on Monday.

This is not the sort of wedding that Jane had dreaned
about as a young girl. |

know t hat now. \Wat she wanted was what | suppose she was
now urgi ng on Anna. A

beam ng bride escorted down the aisle by her father, a
weddi ng perfornmed by a

mnister, with famly and friends in attendance. A
reception with food and cake

and flowers on every table, where the bride and groom can
receive

congratul ations fromthose dearest to them Maybe even
musi c, to which the bride

coul d dance with her new husband, and with the father who
had rai sed her, while

others | ooked on with joy in their eyes.

That’' s what Jane woul d have want ed.

Chapt er Four

On Saturday norning, the day after Anna’s announcenent,
the sun was al ready

stifling as | parked in the ot at Creekside. As in nost
sout hern towns, August



slows the pace of life in New Bern. People drive nore
cautiously, traffic lights

seemto stay red |l onger than usual, and those who wal k use
j ust enough energy to

nove their bodies forward, as if engaging in slow notion
shuffl e contests.

Jane and Anna were already gone for the day. After com ng
in fromthe deck | ast

ni ght, Jane sat at the kitchen table and started naking
notes of all that she

had to do. Though she was under no illusions that she
woul d be able to

acconpl i sh everything, her notes covered three pages, with
goal s outlined for

each day of the foll ow ng week.

Jane had al ways been good with projects. Wiether it was
runni ng a fund-raiser

for the Boy Scouts or organizing a church raffle, ny wife
was usually the person

tapped to volunteer. Wiile it left her feeling overwhel ned
at ti nes—she did,

after all, have three children engaged in other
activities—she never refused.
Recal I ing how frazzl ed she often becane, | nade a nental

note to keep any

requests of her tine to a mninumin the week to cone.
The courtyard behi nd Creekside was | andscaped with square
hedges and cl ustered

azal eas. After passing through the building—+ was certain
Noah wasn’t in his

room—+ followed the curving gravel pathway toward the
pond. Spotting Noah, |

shook ny head when | noticed that he was wearing his
favorite blue cardi gan

despite the heat. Only Noah could be chilled on a day |ike
t oday.

He’'d just finished feeding the swan, and it still swamin
small circles before

him As | approached, | heard himspeaking to it, though
couldn’t nmake out his

wor ds. The swan seened to trust himconpletely. Noah once
told ne that the swan

sonetines rested at his feet, though I had never actually
seen this.



“Hell o, Noah,” | said.

It was an effort for himto turn his head. “Hell o,

Wl son.” He raised a hand.

“Thanks for dropping by.”

“You doi ng okay?”

“Coul d be better,” he replied. “Could be worse, though,

t 00.”

Though | canme here often, Creekside sonetines depressed
me, for it seemed to be

full of people who' d been left behind in life. The doctors
and nurses told us

t hat Noah was | ucky since he had frequent visitors, but
too many of the others

spent their days watching television to escape the

| onel i ness of their final

years. Noah still spent his evenings reciting poetry to
the people who live

here. He’s fond of the poens of Walt Whitnman, and Leaves
of Grass was on the

bench beside him He sel dom went anywhere wi thout it, and
t hough both Jane and |

have read it in the past, | nust admt that | don’t
under stand why he finds the

poens so mneani ngful .

Studying him | was struck anew by how sad it was to watch
a man |i ke Noah grow

old. For nost of ny life, |I’d never thought of himin

t hose terns, but nowadays,

when | heard his breath, it rem nded ne of air noving

t hrough an ol d accordi on.

He didn’t nove his left hand, a consequence of the stroke
he’d suffered in the

spring. Noah was wi ndi ng down, and while |I'd | ong known
this was comng, it

seened that he finally realized it as well.

He was wat ching the swan, and foll ow ng his gaze, |
recogni zed the bird by the

bl ack spot on its chest. It rem nded ne of a nole or
birthmark, or coal in the

snow, nature’'s attenpt to nmute perfection. At certain
times of the year, a dozen

swans coul d be found on the water, but this was the only
one that never left.

|"ve seen it floating on the pond even when the



tenperature plunged in the

w nter and the other swans had | ong mgrated farther
sout h. Noah once told ne

why the swan never left, and his explanati on was one of
the reasons the doctors

t hought hi m del usi onal .

Taking a seat beside him | recounted what had happened
the night before with

Anna and Jane. Wen | finished, Noah glanced at ne with a
slight smrk

“Jane was surprised?” he asked.

“Who woul dn’t be?”

“And she wants things a certain way?”

“Yes,” | said. | told himabout the plans she had outlined
at the kitchen table

bef ore di scussing an idea of ny own, sonething that |

t hought Jane had

over | ooked.

Wth his good hand, Noah reached over and patted ny |leg as
If giving nme the

okay.

“How about Anna?” he asked. “How s she doi ng?”

“She’s fine. | don't think Jane’s reaction surprised her
in the least.”

“And Keith?”

“He’s fine, too. At |least fromwhat Anna said.”

Noah nodded. “A good young couple, those two. They both
have kind hearts. They

remind me of Allie and nyself. ”

| smled. “I’"Il tell her you said that. It’Il make her
day.”

W sat in silence until Noah finally notioned toward the
wat er .

“Did you know that swans mate for life?” he said.

“l thought that was a nyth.”

“I't’s true,” he insisted. “Allie always said it was one of
t he nost romantic

t hi ngs she’ d ever heard. For her, it proved that |ove was
t he nost powerf ul

force on earth. Before we were nmarri ed, she was engaged to
sonmeone el se. You

knew t hat, right?”

| nodded.

“l thought so. Anyway, she cane to visit nme w thout



telling her fiancé, and |

took her out in a canoe to a place where we saw t housands
of swans cl ustered

together. It was |ike snow on the water. Did | ever tel
you t hat ?”

| nodded again. Though |I hadn’'t been there, the inmage was
vivid in ny mnd, as

It was in Jane’'s. She often spoke of that story with
wonder .

“They never cane back after that,’
were always a fewin the

pond, but it was never like that day again.” Lost in the
menory, he paused. *“But

Allie liked to go there anyway. She |liked to feed the ones
that were there, and

she used to point out the pairs to ne. There's one, she'd
say, there’s another

one. Isn't it wonderful how they’' re always together?”
Noah’s face creased as he

grinned. “l think it was her way of rem nding nme to stay
faithful .’
“lI don’t think she needed to worry about that.”

“No?” he asked.

“I think you and Allie were neant for each other.”

He smled wistfully. “Yes,” he finally said, “we were. But
we had to work at it.

W had our tough tines, too.”

Per haps he was referring to her Al zheiner’s. And | ong
before that, the death of

one of their children. There were other things, too, but
these were the events

he still found difficult to discuss.

“But you nmde it seem so easy,” | protested.

Noah shook his head. “It wasn’t. Not always. All those
letters | used to wite

to her were a way of rem nding her not only how | felt
about her, but of the vow

we’'d once nmade to each other.”

| wondered if he was trying to remind ne of the tinme he'd
suggested that | do

such a thing for Jane, but | nade no nention of it.

I nstead, | brought up

sonmething |1'd been neaning to ask him

“Was it hard for you and Allie after all the kids had

he murnured. “There



noved out ?”

Noah took a nmonment to think about his answer. “l don’'t
know i f the word was

hard, but it was different.”

“ How so0?”

“I't was quiet, for one thing. Really quiet. Wth Alie
working in her studio, it

was just nme puttering around the house a lot of the tine.
| think that’s when |

started talking to nyself, just for the conpany.”

“How did Allie react to not having the kids around?”
“Like nme,” he said. “At first, anyway. The kids were our
life for a long tine,

and there’s always sone adjusting when that changes. But
once she did, | think

she started to enjoy the fact that we were al one again.”
“How |l ong did that take?” | asked.

“lI don’t know. A couple of weeks, maybe.”

| felt ny shoul ders sag. A couple of weeks? | thought.
Noah seened to catch ny expression, and after taking a
noment, he cleared his

throat. “Now that | think about it,” he said, “I"'msure it
wasn’'t even that

long. | think it was just a few days before she was back
to nornmal .”

A few days? By then I couldn’t sunmon a response.

He brought a hand to his chin. “Actually, if | renmenber
right,” he went on, “it

wasn’'t even a few days. In fact, we did the jitterbug
right there in front of

t he house as soon as we’'d | oaded the |ast of David s
things in the car. But |et

me tell you, the first couple of mnutes were tough. Real
tough. | sonetines

wonder how we were able to survive them”

Though hi s expression renmai ned serious as he spoke, |
detected the m schi evous

gleamin his eye.

“The jitterbug?” | asked.

“I't’s a dance.”

“I know what it is.”

“I't used to be fairly popular.”

“That was a long tine ago.”

“What ? No one jitterbugs anynore?”



“I't’s a lost art, Noah.”

He nudged ne gently. “Had you goi ng, though, didn't |.”
“Alittle,” | admtted.

He wi nked. “Cotcha.”

For a nonent he sat in silence, |ooking pleased with

hi nsel f. Then, know ng he

hadn’t really answered ny question, he shifted on the
bench and let out a | ong

br eat h.

“I't was hard for both of us, Wlson. By the tine they'd

| eft, they weren't just

our kids, but our friends, too. W were both | onesone, and
for a while there, we

weren’t sure what to do with each other.”

“You’ ve never said anything about it.”

“You never asked,” he said. “l mssed them but of the two
of us, | think it was

worse for Allie. She may have been a painter, but she was
first and forenost a

not her, and once the kids were gone, it was |ike she
wasn’t exactly sure who she

was anynore. At |least for a while, anyway.”

| tried to picture it but couldn't. It wasn't an Allie
that 1'd ever seen or

even i magi ned possi bl e.

“Why does that happen?” | asked.

| nstead of answering, Noah | ooked over at nme and was
silent for a nmonent. “Did |

ever tell you about Gus?” he finally asked. “Wo used to
visit me when | was

fixing the house?”

| nodded. Gus, | knew, was kin to Harvey, the bl ack pastor
| sonmetinmes saw when

visiting Noah's property.

“Well, old Gus,” Noah explained, “used to |love tall tales,
the funnier the

better. And sonetines we used to sit on the porch at night
trying to cone up

with our own tall tales to nmake each ot her |augh. There
wer e some good ones over

the years, but you want to know what ny favorite one was?
The tallest tale Gus

ever uttered? Now, before | say this, you have to
understand that Gus had been



married to the sanme gal for half a century, and they had
ei ght kids. Those two

had been through just about everything together. So
anyway, we’' d been telling

these stories back and forth all night, and he said,
got one.’ So then Cus

took a deep breath, and with a straight face, he | ooked ne
right in the eye and

sai d, ‘Noah, | understand wonen.'’
Noah chuckled, as if hearing it for the first tine. “The
point is,” he

continued, “that there’s no man alive who can honestly say
t hose words and nean

them It just isn't possible, so there’s no use trying.

But that doesn’t nean

you can’t |love them anyway. And it doesn’t nean that you
shoul d ever stop doing

your best to let them know how i nportant they are to you.”
On the pond, | watched the swan flutter and adjust its

W ngs as | contenpl at ed

what he’d said. This had been the way Noah tal ked to ne
about Jane during the

past year. Never once had he offered specific advice,

never once had he told ne

what to do. At the sane tinme, he was al ways consci ous of
nmy need for support.

“I think Jane wishes | could be nore |ike you,” | said.

At ny words, Noah chuckled. “You' re doing fine, WIson,”
he said. “You' re doing

just fine.”

Aside fromthe ticking of the grandfather clock and the
steady humof the air

condi tioner, the house was quiet when | reached hone. As I
dr opped ny keys on

the desk in the living room | found nyself scanning the
bookshel ves on either

side of the fireplace. The shelves were filled with famly
phot ographs that had

been taken over the years: the five of us dressed in jeans
and blue shirts from

two summers ago, another at the beach near Fort Macon when
the kids were teens,

still another fromwhen they were even younger. Then there
were those that Jane

|’ ve



had taken: Anna in her promdress, Leslie wearing her
cheerl eader outfit, a

photo of Joseph with our dog, Sandy, who' d sadly passed
away a few sumers ago.

There were nore, too, sone that went back to their

i nfancy, and though the

pictures weren’'t arranged chronologically, it was a
testanent to how the famly

had grown and changed over the years.

In the center of the shelves right above the fireplace sat
a bl ack-and-white

phot ograph of Jane and ne on the day of our wedding. Allie
had snapped the

pi cture on the courthouse steps. Even then, Allie’s
artistry was apparent, and

t hough Jane had al ways been beautiful, the |l ens had been
kind to ne as well that

day. It was how | hoped | woul d al ways | ook when standi ng
by her side.

But, strangely, there are no nore photographs of Jane and
nme as a couple on the

shelves. In the al bunms, there are dozens of snapshots that
t he kids had taken,

but none had ever found its way into a franme. Over the
years, Jane had suggested

a nunber of tinmes that we have another portrait nmade, but
in the steady rush of

life and work, it never quite clainmed ny attention. Now, |
soneti nes wonder why

we never nmade the tinme, or what it nmeans for our future,
or even whether it

matters at all.

My conversation with Noah had | eft nme nusing about the
years since the children

| eft home. Could | have been a better husband all al ong?
Unquesti onabl y, vyes.

But | ooking back, | think it was during the nonths that
followed Leslie’s

departure for college that | truly failed Jane, if an
utter |ack of awareness

can be characterized that way. | renenber now that Jane
seened qui et and even a

bit noody during those days, staring sightlessly out the
gl ass doors or sorting



listlessly through old boxes of the kids’ stuff. But it
was a particularly busy

year for me at the firmeld Anbry had suffered a heart
attack and was forced to

drastically reduce his workload, transferring many of his
clients matters to

me. The dual burdens of an imensely increased workl oad
and the organi zati onal

toll Anbry’ s illness took on the firmoften left ne
exhaust ed and preoccupi ed.
When Jane suddenly decided to redecorate the house, | took

It as a good sign

that she was busying herself with a new project. Wrk, |
reasoned, woul d keep

her fromdwelling on the kids absence. And so appeared

| eat her couches where

there were once uphol stered ones, coffee tables nade of
cherry, lanps of tw sted

brass. New wal | paper hangs in the dining room and the

t abl e has enough chairs

to acconmodate all our children and their future spouses.
Though Jane did a

wonderful job, I nmust admt that | was frequently shocked
by the credit card

bills when they started arriving in the mail, though I

| earned it was best if |

didn’t comrent on it.

It was after she finished, however, that we both began to
notice a new

awkwar dness in the marriage, an awkwardness that had to do
not with an enpty

nest, but with the type of couple we’'d becone. Yet neither
of us spoke about it.

It was as if we both believed that speaking the words

al oud woul d sonehow nmake

t hem permanent, and | think both of us were afraid of what
m ght happen as a

resul t.
This, I mght add, is also the reason we’ve never been to
counseling. Call it

ol d-fashi oned, but |’ve never been confortable with the
t hought of di scussing

our problenms with others, and Jane is the sane way.

Besi des, | already know what



a counsel or would say. No, the children | eaving didn’t
cause the problem the

counsel or woul d say, nor did Jane’s increased free tine.
They were sinply

catal ysts that brought existing problens into sharper

f ocus.

What, then, had led us to this point?

Though it pains nme to say, | suppose our real problem has
been one of innocent

negl ect —ostly mne, if I'"mperfectly honest. In addition
to frequently placing

ny career above the needs of ny famly, |’ve always taken
the stability of our

marriage for granted. As | sawit, ours was a relationship
wi t hout maj or

probl ems, and Lord knows | was never the type to run
around doing the little

things that nen |ike Noah did for their w ves. Wen |

t hought about it —which,

truthfully, wasn't often—+ reassured nyself that Jane had
al ways known what ki nd

of man | was, and that woul d al ways be enough.

But love, |’ve conme to understand, is nore than three

wor ds nmunbl ed before

bedti me. Love is sustained by action, a pattern of
devotion in the things we do

for each other every day.

Now, as | stared at the picture, all | could think was
that thirty years of

I nnocent negl ect had nmade ny | ove seemlike a lie, and it
seened that the bil

had finally come due. W were married in nanme only. W
hadn’t made | ove in

nearly half a year, and the few ki sses we shared had
little meaning for either

of us. I was dying on the inside, aching for all that we’'d
| ost, and as | stared

at our weddi ng photograph, | hated nyself for allowing it
t o happen.

Chapter Five

Despite the heat, | spent the rest of the afternoon
pul li ng weeds, and afterward

| showered before heading off to the grocery store. It



was, after all,

Sat ur day-—+y day to cook—and | had decided to try ny hand
at a new recipe that

called for side dishes of bowtie pasta and veget abl es.
Though | knew this woul d

probably be enough for both of us, | decided at the | ast
mnute to make

appeti zers and a Caesar salad as wel |.

By five o' clock, I was in the kitchen; by five-thirty, the
appeti zers were wel |

under way. | had prepared nushroons stuffed with sausage
and cream cheese, and

they were warnmng in the oven next to the bread |1’'d picked
up at the bakery. 1'd

just finished setting the table and was opening a bottle
of Merlot when | heard

Jane cone in the front door.

“Hel |l 0?” she called out.

“I"'min the dining room” | said.

When she rounded the corner, | was struck by how radi ant
she | ooked. Wile ny

thinning hair is speckled with gray, hers is still as dark

and full as the day |

marri ed her. She had tucked a few strands behi nd her ear,
and around her neck |

saw the small dianond pendant |’'d purchased in the first
few years of our

marri age. As preoccupied as | m ght have been at tines
during our marriage, |

can honestly say that | have never grown inured to her
beauty.

“Ww, " she said. “It snells great in here. What's for

di nner?”

“Veal marsala,” | announced, reaching to pour her a glass
of wine. | crossed the

room and handed it to her. As | studied her face, |
noticed that the anxiety of

the night before had been replaced with a | ook of
excitenent that | hadn’t seen

for quite sone tine. | could already tell that things had
gone well for her and

Anna, and though | hadn't realized |I'd been hol ding ny
breath, | felt nyself

exhale in relief.



“You're not going to believe what happened today,” she
gushed. “Even when | tel

you, you're not going to believe it.”

Taking a sip of wine, she grasped nmy armto steady herself
as she slid one foot

and then the other out of her shoe. | felt the warnth of
her touch even after

she | et go.

“What is it?” | asked. “Wiat happened?”

She notioned enthusiastically with her free hand. “C non,”
she said. “Foll ow ne

into the kitchen while |I tell you about it. I’ m starved.
W were so busy we

didn’t have tinme for lunch. By the tine we realized that
it was tine to eat,

nost of the restaurants were closed and we still had a few
pl aces to visit

bef ore Anna had to get back. Thank you for neking dinner,
by the way. |

conpletely forgot it was your day to cook, and | was
trying to think of an

excuse to order in.”

She kept tal king as she noved through the sw nging doors

i nto the kitchen.

Trailing behind her, | admred the subtle novenent of her
hi ps as she wal ked.
“Anyway, | think Anna’s sort of getting into it now She

seened a | ot nore

ent husi astic than she did last night.” Jane gl anced at ne
over her shoul der,

eyes gleamng. “But oh, just wait. You' re not going to
believe it.”

The kitchen counters were crowded with preparations for
the main course: sliced

veal , assorted vegetables, a cutting board and knife. |
slipped on an oven mtt

to renove the appetizers and set the baking sheet on the

st ovet op.

“Here,” | said.

She | ooked at nme in surprise. “They' re already done?”
“Lucky timng.” | shrugged.

Jane reached for a nmushroom and took a bite.

“So this norning, | picked her up . . . Ww, this is

real ly good.” She paused,



suddenly exam ni ng the nushroom She took another bite and
let it roll around in

her nmouth before going on. “Anyway, the first thing we did
was di scuss possi bl e

phot ogr apher s—soneone a lot nore qualified than me. | know
there are a few

studi os downtown, but | was certain we wouldn’t be able to
find anyone | ast

mnute. So last night, | got to thinking that Claire’ s son
m ght be able to do

it. He's taking classes in photography at Carteret
Community College, and that’s

what he wants to do when he graduates. 1'd called Claire
this norning and said

that we m ght be stopping by, but Anna wasn’t so sure
since she’d never seen any

of his work. My other idea was to use soneone she knows at
t he newspaper, but

Anna told ne that the newspaper frowns on that kind of
freel ance work. Anyway,

to make a long story short, she wanted to check the
studi os on the off chance

t hat soneone m ght be available. And you’'ll never guess
what happened.”

“Tell me,” | said.

Jane popped the [ast of the nushroominto her nouth,

| etting the anticipation

build. The tips of her fingers were shiny as she reached
for anot her nmushroom

“These are really good,” she enthused. “Is this a new
reci pe?”

“Yes,” | said.

“I's it conplicated?”

“Not really,” | said, shrugging.

She drew a deep breath. “So anyway, just like |I thought,
the first two places we

visited were booked. But then we went to Cayton’s Studio.
Have you ever seen the

weddi ng pictures Jim Cayton does?”

“I"ve heard he’'s the best around.”

“He’s amazing,” she said. “H's work is stunning. Even Anna
was i npressed, and

you know how she is. He did Dana Crowe’ s weddi ng,
remenber? He’' s usual |y booked



Si X or seven nonths in advance, and even then he’s hard to
get. | nean, there

wasn’t a chance, right? But when | asked his w fe-she’s

t he one who runs the

studi o—she told ne that he’d had a recent cancellation.”
She took another bite of her appetizer, chewing slowy.
“And it just so happens,” she announced wth the faintest
of shrugs, “that he

was open for next Saturday.”

| raised nmy eyebrows. “That’s wonderful,” | said.
Now t hat the climax had been reveal ed, she began to speak
nmore quickly, filling

in the rest of the bl anks.

“Ch, you can't believe how happy Anna was. Ji m Cayton?
Even if we had a year to

plan, he’s the one | would have wanted. W nust have spent
a couple of hours

flipping through sone of the al buns they’ ve put together,
just to get ideas.

Anna woul d ask ne whether | |iked these types of shots, or
|’d ask which ones
she liked. |I'"msure Ms. Cayton thinks we're crazy. As

soon as we’'d finish an

al bum we’d ask for another—she was kind enough to answer
every question we had.

By the time we left, | think both of us were just pinching
oursel ves at how

| ucky we’ d been.”

“I"l1l bet.”

“So after that,” she continued breezily, “we headed out to
t he bakeries. Again,

It took a couple of stops, but | wasn’'t too worried about
getting a cake. It’s

not as if they have to prepare them nonths in advance,

ri ght? Anyway, we found a

smal| place that could do it, but | didn't realize how
many choi ces they have.

There was an entire catal og devoted to weddi ng cakes. They
have bi g cakes and

smal| cakes, and every size in between. Then, of course,
you have to deci de what

flavor you want it, what kind of frosting, the shape, what
addi ti onal

decorations and all those kinds of things. . . .~



“Sounds exciting,” | said.

She roll ed her eyes heavenward. “You don’t know the half
of it,” she said, and |

| aughed at her obvi ous j oy.

The stars weren’'t often in alignnent, but tonight they
seened to be. Her nood

was rapturous, the evening was young, and Jane and | were
about to enjoy a

romantic nmeal together. Al seened right with the world,
and as | stood beside

ny wife of three decades, | suddenly knew that the day
coul dn’t have gone any

better had | planned it in advance.

VWhile | finished preparing dinner, Jane continued filling
me in on the rest of

her day, going into detail about the cake (two | ayers,
vani |l la flavoring, sour

cream frosting) and the photographs (Cayton fixes any

| nperfections on the

conmputer). In the warmlight of the kitchen, | could just
make out the soft

creases around the corners of her eyes, the feathery
mar ki ngs of our life

t oget her.

“I"'mglad it went well,” | said. “And considering it was
your first day, you

actually got quite a bit done.”

The snell of nelted butter filled the kitchen, and the
veal began to sizzle

slightly.

“I know. And | am happy, believe ne,” she said. “But we
still don’t know where

we shoul d have the cerenony, and until then, | don’t know
how t o nake the rest
of the arrangenents. |1’'d told Anna that we could have it

here if she wanted, but

she wasn’t too keen on the idea.”

“What does she want ?”

“She isn’'t sure yet. She thinks she m ght want to have a
garden weddi ng of sone

sort. Sonmeplace not too formal.”

“I't shouldn’t be too hard to find a place.”

“You' d be surprised. The only place | could think of was
the Tryon Pal ace, but |



don't think we’ll be able to do that on such short notice.
| don’'t even know if
t hey all ow weddi ngs there.”
“Mm . . .” | added salt, pepper, and garlic powder to the
pan.
“The Orton Plantation is nice, too. Renenber? That’'s where
we went to the
Brattons’ wedding | ast year.”
| remenbered; it was in between WI m ngton and Sout hport,
al rost two hours from
New Bern. “It is sort of out of the way, isn't it?” |
asked. “Consi dering nost
of the guests are from around here?”
“I know. It was just an idea. |'msure it’s booked
anyway. ”
“How about sonepl ace downtown? At one of the
bed- and- br eakf ast s?”
She shook her head. “I think nost of them m ght be too
small —and | don’t know
how many have gardens—but | suppose | can look into it.
And if that doesn’t work

well, we' Il find sonmeplace. At |east | hope we can.”
Jane frowned, lost in thought. She | eaned agai nst the
counter and propped her
st ocki nged foot agai nst the cabi net behind her, for all
the world the sanme young
girl who talked ne into wal king her to her car. The second
time | wal ked her to
her car, | assunmed she would sinply get in her car and
drive away, as she had
the first tinme. Instead she’'d struck just the sanme pose
agai nst the
driver’s-side door, and we had what | consider to be our
first conversation. |
remenber marveling at her animted features as she
recounted the details of her
life growing up in New Bern, and it was the first tine |
sensed the attributes |
woul d al ways cherish: her intelligence and passion, her
charm the carefree way
she seened to view the world. Years later, she showed the
same traits when
rai sing our children, and I know it’'s one of the reasons
t hey’ ve becone the kind



and responsi bl e adults they are today.

Breaking into Jane’'s distracted reverie, | cleared ny
throat. “I went to visit
Noah today,” | said.

At ny words, Jane resurfaced. “How s he doi ng?”
“Ckay. He | ooked tired, but he was in good spirits.”
“Was he at the pond agai n?”

“Yes,” | said. Anticipating her next question, | added:
“The swan was there,

t00.”

She pressed her |ips together, but not wanting to ruin her
nood, | quickly went

on.

“l told himabout the wedding,” | said.

“Was he excited?”

“Very.” | nodded. “He told ne he’s |looking forward to
bei ng there.”

Jane brought her hands together. “I’m bringing Anna by

tonorrow. She didn't have

a chance to see himlast week, and | know she’s going to
want to tell him about

it.” She smled appreciatively. “And by the way, thanks
for going out to see him

today. | know how nuch he enjoys that.”

“You know | like to spend tine wwth him too.”

“l know. But thank you anyway.”

The neat was ready, and | added the rest of the

i ngredi ents: marsala w ne, |enon

j uice, mushroons, beef broth, mnced shallot, diced green
onions. | added

anot her dab of butter for good neasure, rewarding nyself
for the twenty pounds

|’d lost in the |ast year.

“Have you tal ked to Joseph or Leslie yet?” | asked.

For a nonent, Jane watched nme as | stirred. Then, after
retrieving a spoon from

the drawer, she dipped the tip into the sauce and tasted
It. “This is good,” she

comrent ed, raising her eyebrows.

“You sound surprised.”

“No, I"'mreally not. You' re actually quite the chef these
days. At | east

conpared to where you started.”

“What ? You didn't always | ove ny cooking?”



She brought a finger to her chin. “Let’s just say burned
mashed pot at oes and

crunchy gravy are an acquired taste.”

| smled, knowi ng what she said was true. My first few
experiences in the

kitchen had been | ess than an earth-shattering success.
Jane took another taste before setting the spoon on the
count er.

“W Il son? About the wedding . . . ,” she began.

| glanced at her. “Yes?”

“You do know it’s going to be expensive to get a ticket
for Joseph at the | ast

m nute, right?”

“Yes,” | said.

“And t he photographer isn't cheap, even if there was a
cancel l ation.”

| nodded. “I figured that.”

“And the cake is kind of pricey, too. For a cake, | nean.
“No problem It’'s for a |ot of people, right?”

She | ooked at nme curiously, clearly stunped by ny answers.
“Well . . . | just

wanted to warn you in advance so you won’'t get upset.”
“How could | get upset?”

“Ch, you know. Sonetines you get upset when things start
getting expensive.”

“I do?”

Jane cocked a brow. “Don’t bother pretending. Don’t you
remenber how you were

with all the renovations? O when the heat punp kept

br eaki ng? You even shine

your own shoes. "

| raised ny hands in playful surrender. *“Ckay, you nade

your point,” | said.
“But don’t worry. This is different.” | |ooked up, know ng
| had her attention.
“Even if we spend everything we have, it’'ll still be worth

it.”

She al nost choked on her w ne and stared at ne. Then,
after a | ong nonent, she

took a sudden step forward and poked ny armw th her
finger.

“What’' s that for?” | asked.

“Just checking to see if you're really nmy husband, or if
you’ ve been repl aced by



one of the pod-people.”

“Pod- peopl e?”

“Yeah. Invasion of the Body Snatchers. You renenber the
novie, right?”

“OF course. But it'’s really nme,” | said.

“Thank goodness,” she said, feigning relief. Then, wonder
of wonders, she w nked

at me. “But | still wanted to warn you.”

| smled, feeling as if ny heart had just been inflated.
How | ong had it been, |

wonder ed, since we'd |aughed and joked in the kitchen |ike
thi s? Mont hs? Years,

even? Even though | realized that it mght be only
tenporary, it nonethel ess

stoked the small flame of hope | had begun to nurture in
secret.

The first date that Jane and | went on didn’t go exactly
as |’ d planned.

|’d made reservations at Harper’s, which was regarded as
the best restaurant in

town. Also the nost expensive. | had enough noney to cover
t he cost of dinner,

but I knew | woul d have to budget the rest of the nonth to
pay nmy other bills.

|"d al so pl anned sonet hing special for afterward.

| picked her up in front of her dormtory at Meredith, and
the drive to the

restaurant took only a few m nutes. Qur conversation was
typical of first dates

and sinmply skimed the surface of things. W spoke about
school and how chilly

It was, and | noted that it was a good thing we both
brought jackets. | also

remenber nentioning that | thought her sweater was | ovely,
and she nenti oned

that she’' d purchased it the day before. Though I wondered
I f she had done this

I n anticipation of our date, | knew enough not to ask her
directly.

Owi ng to holiday shoppers, it was difficult to find a
space near the restaurant,

so we parked a couple of blocks away. 1'd allotted plenty
of tinme, however, and

felt sure we would arrive at the restaurant in tinme to



make our reservation. On

the way to the restaurant, the tips of our noses turned
red and our breath cane

out inlittle clouds. A few of the shop wi ndows were
ringed with tw nkling

lights, and as we passed one of the nei ghborhood pizza
parlors, we could hear

Christmas music comng fromthe jukebox inside.

It was as we were approaching the restaurant that we saw
the dog. Cowering in an

al l ey, he was nedi um si ze but skinny and covered in grine.
He was shivering, and

his coat made it plain that he had been on the run for
quite a while. | noved

bet ween Jane and the dog in case he was dangerous, but
Jane stepped around ne

and squatted down, trying to get the dog’s attention.
“I't’s okay,” she whispered. “W won’t hurt you.”

The dog shrank back farther into the shadows.

“He’s got a collar,” Jane pointed out. “I’'I| bet he’'s

| ost.” She didn’t | ook

away fromthe dog, who seened to be studying her with wary
I nterest.

Checking ny watch, | saw that we had a few mnutes to
spare until our

reservation cane up. Though | still wasn’t sure whether or
not the dog was

dangerous, | squatted besi de Jane and began speaking to

himin the sane soot hi ng

tones that she was using. This went on for a short while,
but still the dog

remai ned where he was. Jane took a small step toward him
but the dog whi ned,

skittering away.

“He’s scared,” she said, |ooking worried. “What should we
do? I don’t want to

| eave hi mout here. It’s supposed to fall below freezing
tonight. And if he's

lost, I"'msure all he wants is to get back hone.”

| suppose | could have said just about anything. | could
have told her that we

tried, or that we could call the pound, or even that we
coul d cone back after

dinner, and if he was still around that we could try



again. But Jane’s

expressi on stopped ne. Her face was a m xture of worry and
defi ance—the first

inkling I had of Jane’ s kindness and concern for those

| ess fortunate. | knew

then that | had no choice but to go along with what she
want ed.

“Let nme try,” | said.
In all honesty, | wasn't quite sure what to do. G ow ng
up, |I'd never owned a

dog for the sinple reason that nmy nother had been allergic
to them but | held

out ny hand and continued to whisper to him resorting to
what | had seen people

do in the novies.

| let the dog get used to ny voice, and when | slowy

I nched forward, the dog

remai ned in place. Not wanting to startle the nutt, |

st opped, | et himget used

to me for a nonment, and inched forward again. After what
seened forever, | was

cl ose enough to the dog that when | held out ny hand, he
stretched his nose

toward it. Then, deciding he had nothing to fear from ne,
he I et his tongue

flicker against nmy fingers. A nonent later, | was able to
stroke his head, and |

gl anced over ny shoul der at Jane.

“He |ikes you,” she said, |ooking amazed.

| shrugged. “l guess he does.”

| was able to read the phone nunber on the collar, and
Jane went into the

bookst ore next door to call the owner froma pay phone.
Wi |l e she was gone,

waited with the dog, and the nore | stroked him the nore
he seenmed to crave the

touch of ny hand. When Jane returned, we waited for nearly
twenty mnutes until

the owner arrived to claimhim He was in his
md-thirties, and he practically

bounded fromthe car. Inmediately the dog surged to the
man’ s side, tail

waggi ng. After taking tinme to acknow edge the sl oppy
licks, the man turned to



us.
“Thank you so nuch for calling,
for a week, and ny

son’s been crying hinmself to sleep every night. You have
no i dea how nuch this

will mean to him Getting his dog back was the only thing
he put on his

Christmas list.”

Though he offered a reward, neither Jane nor | was wlling
to take it, and he

t hanked us both again before getting back into his car. As
we wat ched hi m go, |

believe we both felt we’d done sonething worthy. After the
sounds of the engine

faded away, Jane took ny arm

“Can we still make our reservation?’” she asked.

| checked ny watch. “We’re half an hour late.”

“They should still have our table, right?”

“l don’t know. It was tough to get one in the first place.
| had to have one of

nmy professors call for ne.
“Maybe we’ Il get lucky,” she said.

W didn't. By the tine we got to the restaurant, our table
had been given away,

and the next available slot was for nine forty-five. Jane
| ooked up at ne.

“At | east we made a child happy,” she said.

“I know.” | took a deep breath. “And I’'d do it again,

t0o.”

Studying nme for a nonent, she gave ny arma squeeze. “I’'m
gl ad we stopped, too,

even if we don’t get to have dinner here.”

Surrounded by a streetlight halo, she | ooked al nost

et hereal .

“I's there anypl ace else you' d like to go?” | asked.

She tilted her head. “Do you |ike music?”

Ten mnutes |later, we were seated at a table in the pizza
parl or we’' d passed

earlier. Though I’d planned on candl elight and w ne, we
ended up ordering beer

W th our pizza.

Jane, however, didn't seem di sappoi nted. She spoke easily,
telling nme about her

classes in Geek nythology and English literature, her

he said. “He’s been gone



years at Meredith, her

friends, and anything el se that happened to be on her
m nd. For the nost part, |

si npl y nodded and asked enough questions to keep her
tal king for the next two

hours, and | can honestly say that |1'd never enjoyed
soneone’ s conpany nore.

In the kitchen, | noticed that Jane was eyei ng ne
curiously. Forcing the nenory
away, | put the finishing touches on our nmeal and brought

the food to the table.

After taking our places, we bowed our heads and | said
grace, thanking God for

all that we had been given.

“You okay? You seened preoccupied a couple of mnutes

ago,” Jane commented as

she forked sone salad into her bow .

| poured a glass of wine for each of us. “Actually, | was
remenbering our first

date,” | said.

“You were?” Her fork stopped in midair. “Wy?”

“I don’t know,” | said. |I slid her glass toward her. “Do

you even renenber it?”
“OF course | renenber,’
bef ore we went hone for

Christmas break. W were supposed to go to dinner at

Har per’s, but we found a

stray, and we m ssed our reservation. So we had di nner at
this little pizza

pl ace down the street instead. And after that . . .”

She squinted, trying to recall the exact order of events.
“We got in the car and drove out to see the decorations

al ong Haverm || Road,

right? You insisted that | get out of the car so we could
wal k around, even

though it was freezing. One of the houses had set up
Santa’'s village, and when

you wal ked nme over, the man dressed as Santa handed ne the
gift that you'd

pi cked out for ne for Christnmas. | renenber being anazed
that you' d gone through

all that trouble on a first date.”

“Do you renenber what | got you?”

“How could |I forget?” She grinned. “An unbrella.”

she chided ne. “It was right



“I'f | recall correctly, you didn’t seemtoo thrilled about
it.”

“Well,” she said, throwi ng up her hands, “how was |
supposed to neet any guys

after that? Having soneone walk ne to ny car was ny nodus
oper andi back then.

You have to renenber that at Meredith, the only nen around
were teachers or

janitors.”

“That’s why | picked it out,” | said. “lI knew exactly how
you operated.”

“You didn’t have a clue,” she said with a smrk. “I was
the first girl you ever

dated.”

“No, you weren’t. |’'d dated before.”

Her eyes were playful. “Ckay, the first girl you' d ever

ki ssed, then.”

This was true, though |I’'ve cone to regret that | ever told
her this, since she's

never forgotten this fact and it tends to cone up in
nonments like this. In ny

def ense, however, | said: “I was too busy preparing for ny
future. | didn't have

time for such a thing.”

“You were shy.”

“l was studious. There's a difference.”

“Don’t you renenber our dinner? O the drive over? You
barely said anything to

me at all, except about your classes.”

“l tal ked about nore than that,” | said. “I told you that
| I'i ked your sweater,

r emenber ?”

“That doesn’t count.” She w nked. “You were just |ucky I
was so patient with

you.”

“Yes,” | agreed, “I was.”

| said it the way | would have wanted to hear it from her,
and | think she

caught the tone in ny voice. She smled briefly.

“Do you know what | renenber nost fromthat night?” | went
on.

“My sweater?”

My wife, | should add, has always had a quick wt. I

| aughed but was clearly in



a nore reflective nood and went on. “I |iked the way you
st opped for the dog,

and were unwilling to |l eave until you made sure he was
safe. It told ne your

heart was in the right place.”

| could have sworn she blushed at nmy coment, but she
qui ckly picked up her

w negl ass, so | couldn’'t be sure. Before she could say
anyt hing, | changed the

subj ect.

“So is Anna getting nervous yet?” | asked.

Jane shook her head. “Not at all. She doesn’t seemworried
in the slightest. |

guess she believes that it's all going to work out, I|ike

it did today with the
pi ctures and the cake. This norning, when | showed her the
list of all we had to

do, all she said was, ‘| guess we’'d better get started,
t hen, huh?'”

| nodded. | could imgi ne Anna sayi ng those words.
“What about her friend, the pastor?” | asked.

“She said she called himlast night, and he said he d be
happy to do it.”

“That’ s good. One less thing,” | offered.

“Mm” Jane fell silent. | knew her mnd was beginning to
turn to the activities

of the com ng week.

“I think I'"mgoing to need your help,” she said at |ast.
“What did you have in m nd?”

“Well, you' Il need a tux for you, Keith, and Joseph, of
course. And Daddy, too.

“No problem”

She shifted in her seat. “And Anna i s supposed to be
getting the nanes of sone

of the people she’d like to invite. W don’t have tinme to
send any invitations,

So soneone’s going to have to call. And since |'’mout and
about with Anna, and
you' re on vacation

| held up ny hands. “1’'d be glad to take care of it,” |
said. “I’'Il start
t onorrow. ”

“Do you know where the address book is?”



This is the type of question with which |I’ve becone quite
famliar over the

years. Jane has long believed that | have a natural
inability to find certain

itemrs within our honme. She al so believes that while |

m spl ace objects

occasionally, | have assigned her the responsibility of
knowi ng exactly where it

is | mght have m splaced them Neither of these things, I
m ght add, is

conpletely ny fault. Wiile it’s true that | don’t know
where every itemin the

house is located, this has nore to do with different
filing systens than any

i neptitude on ny part. My wife, for instance, believes the
flashlight logically

bel ongs in one of the kitchen drawers, while my reasoning
tells me it should be

In the pantry where we keep the washer and dryer. As a
result, it shifts from

one | ocation to the next, and because | work outside the
home, it’s inpossible

for me to keep up with such things. If | set ny car keys
on the counter, for

I nstance, ny instincts tell ne they will still be there
when | go to | ook for
them while Jane automatically believes that | wll | ook

for themon the

bull etin board near the door. As to the | ocation of the
address book, it was

plain to ne that it was in the drawer by the phone. That's
where | put it the

last time | used it, and I was just about to say this when
Jane spoke up.

“I't’s on the shelf next to the cookbooks.”

| | ooked at her.

“OF course it is,” | agreed.

The easy npbod between us |asted until we finished dinner
and began to clear the

t abl e.

Then, slowy, alnost inperceptibly at first, the quick
bant er between us gave

way to nore stilted conversation, punctuated by | onger
pauses. By the tine we’d



started to clean the kitchen, we had retreated into a
famliar dialogue, in

whi ch the npbst ani mated sound cane not from either of us,
but fromthe scraping

of plates in the kitchen.

| can’t explain why this happened, other than to say that
we'd run out of things

to say to each other. She asked about Noah a second ti ne,
and | repeated what

|"d said previously. A mnute |ater, she started speaking
of the photographer

agai n, but hal fway through her story, she stopped herself,
knowi ng she’ d al ready

recounted that as well. Because neither of us had spoken
to Joseph or Leslie,

there was no news on those fronts, either. And as for
wor k, because | was out of

the office, |I had nothing whatsoever to add, even in an
of f handed way. | coul d

feel the earlier nood of the evening beginning to slip
away and wanted to

prevent the inevitable from happening. My m nd began to
search for sonething,

anything, and | finally cleared ny throat.

“Did you hear about the shark attack down in WI m ngton?”
| asked.

“You nmean the one | ast week? Wth the girl?”

“Yes,” | said, “that’s the one.”
“You told ne about it.”
“1 did?”

“Last week. You read ne the article.”

| washed her w neglass by hand, then rinsed the col ander.
| could hear her

sorting through the cupboards for the Tupperware.

“What a horrible way to start a vacation,” she remarked.
“Her famly hadn’t even

fini shed unpacking the car yet.”

The plates cane next, and | scraped the remains into the
sink. | turned on the

gar bage di sposal, and the runbling seenmed to echo agai nst
the wall s,

underscoring the silence between us. Wen it stopped, |
put the plates into the

di shwasher



“l pulled sone weeds in the garden,” | said.

“l thought you just did that a few days ago.”

“I1 did.”

| | oaded the utensils and rinsed the salad tongs. | turned
the water on and off,

slid the di shwasher rack in and out.

“l hope you didn't stay in the sun too long,” she said.
She nentioned this because ny father had died of a heart
attack whil e washing

the car when he was sixty-one years old. Heart disease ran
inny famly, and |

knew it was sonething that worried Jane. Though we were

| ess |ike [ overs than

friends these days, | knew that Jane woul d al ways care for
me. Caring was part

of her nature and al ways woul d be.

Her siblings are the sane way, and | attribute that to
Noah and Allie. Hugs and

| aughter were a staple in their home, a place where
practical |okes were

relished, because no one ever suspected neanness. |’ve

of ten wondered about the

person | woul d have becone had | been born into that
famly.

“It’s supposed to be hot again tonorrow,” Jane said,
breaki ng into ny thoughts.

“I heard on the news it’s supposed to hit ninety-five
degrees,” | concurred.

“And the humdity is supposed to be high, too.
“Ni nety-five?”

“That’s what they said.”

“That’s too hot.”

Jane put the leftovers into the refrigerator as | w ped
the counters. After our

earlier intimcy, the |lack of neaningful conversation
seened deafening. Fromthe

expression on Jane’'s face, | knew she too was di sappoi nt ed
by this return to our

normal state of affairs. She patted her dress, as if

| ooki ng for words in her

pockets. Finally, she drew a deep breath and forced a
smle.

“I think I'll give Leslie a call,” she said.

A nonment later, | was standing in the kitchen al one,



W shing again that | were

soneone el se and wonderi ng whether it was even possible
for us to start over.

In the two weeks following our first date, Jane and | saw
each other five nore

times before she returned to New Bern for the Christnas
hol i days. W st udi ed

together twice, went to a novie once, and spent two

af t ernoons wal ki ng t hr ough

t he canmpus of Duke University.

But there was one particular walk that will always stand
out inny mnd. It was

a gl oony day, having rained all norning, and gray clouds
stretched across the

sky, making it |look alnost |ike dusk. It was Sunday, two
days after we’'d saved

the stray, and Jane and | were strolling anong the various
bui | di ngs on canpus.

“What are your parents |like?” she asked.

| took a few steps before answering. “They’'re good
people,” | finally said.

She waited for nore, but when | didn't answer, she nudged
ny shoul der with her

own.

“That’s all you can say?”

| knew this was her attenpt to get ne to open up, and

t hough it wasn’t sonething

|"d ever been confortable doing, | knew that Jane woul d
keep proddi ng ne—gently

and persistently—antil | did. She was smart in a way that
few others were, not

only academ cally, but about people as well. Especially
me.

“I don’t know what else to tell you,” | said. “They're

just typical parents.

They work for the governnment and they've lived in a town
house in Dupont Circle

for alnost twenty years. That's in D.C., where | grew up.
| think they thought

about buying a house in the suburbs sonme years back, but
nei t her one of them

wanted to deal with the commute, so we stayed where we
were.”

“Did you have a backyard?”



“No. There was a nice courtyard, though, and sonetines
weeds woul d sprout

bet ween the bricks.”

She | aughed. “Where did your parents neet?”

“Washi ngton. They both grew up there, and they net when
t hey both worked for the

Departnment of Transportation. | guess they were in the
sanme office for a while,

but that’s all | know for sure. They never said much nore
than that.”

“Do they have any hobbi es?”

| considered her question as | pictured both ny parents.

“M/ nomlikes to wite

|l etters to the editor of The Washington Post,” | said. “I

t hink she wants to

change the world. She’s always taking the side of the

downt r odden, and of

course, she’'s never short of ideas to make the world a

better place. She nust

wite at least a letter a week. Not all of them get

printed, but she cuts out

the ones that do and posts themin a scrapbook. And ny dad
he’s on the

quiet side. He likes to build ships in bottles. He nust

have made hundreds over

the years, and when we ran out of space on the shelves, he

started donating them

to schools to display in the libraries. Kids |ove them”

“Do you do that, too?”

“No. That’s ny dad’'s escape. He wasn’'t all that interested

In teaching nme how to

do it, since he thought I should have ny own hobby. But |

could watch hi m wor Kk,

as long as | didn’t touch anything.”

“That’s sad.”

“I't didn’t bother nme,” | countered. “I never knew any

different, and it was

Interesting. Quiet, but interesting. He didn’t talk nuch

as he worked, but it

was nice spending tine with him”

“Did he play catch with you? O go bike riding?”

“No. He wasn’t nuch of an outdoor guy. Just the ships. It

taught ne a | ot about

pati ence.”



She | owered her gaze, watching her steps as she wal ked,
and | knew she was

conparing it to her own upbringing.

“And you’'re an only chil d?” she conti nued.

Though I’ d never told anyone else, | found nyself wanting
to tell her why. Even
then, I wanted her to know ne, to know everythi ng about

me. “My nom coul dn’ t

have any nore kids. She had sonme sort of henorrhage when
was born, and it was

just too risky after that.”

She frowned. “lI’msorry.”

“I think she was, too.”

By that point, we'd reached the main chapel on canpus, and
Jane and | paused for

a nmonment to admire the architecture.

“That’s the nost you ve ever told ne about yourself in one
stretch,” she

remar ked.
“I't’'s probably nore than |I’'ve told anyone.”
Fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw her tuck a strand of hair

behi nd her ear. *“I

think I understand you a little better now,” she said.

| hesitated. “Is that a good thing?”

I nstead of answering, Jane turned toward ne and | suddenly
realized that |

al ready knew t he answer.

| suppose | should renenber exactly how it happened, but
to be honest, the

followi ng nonents are lost to nme. In one instant, |
reached for her hand, and in

the next, | found nyself pulling her gently toward ne. She
| ooked faintly

startled, but when she saw ny face noving toward hers, she
cl osed her eyes,

accepting what | was about to do. She |eaned in, and as
her |ips touched m ne, |

knew that | would remenber our first kiss forever.

Li stening to Jane as she spoke on the phone with Leslie, |
t hought she sounded a

lot like the girl who d wal ked by ny side on canpus that
day. Her voice was

animated and the words flowed freely; | heard her | aughing
as if Leslie were in



t he room

| sat on the couch half a roomaway, listening with half
an ear. Jane and | used

to walk and talk for hours, but now there were others who
seened to have taken

ny place. Wth the children, Jane was never at a |l oss as
to what to say, nor did

she struggl e when she visited her father. Her circle of
friends is quite |arge,

and she visited easily with themas well. | wondered what
they would think if

they spent a typical evening with us.

Were we the only couple with this problen? O was it
common in all |ong

marri ages, an inevitable function of tine? Logic seened to
infer it was the

| atter, yet it nonetheless pained ne to realize that her

| evity woul d be gone

t he monent she hung up the phone. Instead of easy banter,
we’' d speak in

pl atitudes and the magi ¢ woul d be gone, and | couldn’'t
bear anot her di scussion

of the weat her.

What to do, though? That was the question that plagued ne.
In the span of an

hour, 1'd viewed both our marriages, and | knew whi ch one
| preferred, which one

| thought we deserved.

In the background, | heard Jane beginning to wind down
with Leslie. There's a
pattern when a call is nearing an end, and | knew Jane’s

as well as ny own. Soon

| woul d hear her tell our daughter that she |oved her,
pause as Leslie said it

back to her, then say good-bye. Knowing it was com ng—and
suddenly deciding to

take a chance—+ rose fromthe couch and turned to face
her .

| was going to wal k across the room | told nyself, and
reach for her hand, |ust

as | had outside the chapel at Duke. She woul d wonder what
was happeni ng—ust as

she wondered then—but |'d pull her body next to mne. |1'd
touch her face, then



slowy close ny eyes, and as soon as ny |lips touched hers,
she’d know that it

was unli ke any kiss she’d ever received fromne. It would
be new but famliar;

appreciative but filled with longing; and its very

i nspiration would evoke the

same feelings in her. It would be, | thought, a new

begi nning to our lives, just

as our first kiss had been so | ong ago.

| could imagine it clearly, and a nonent later, | heard
her say her final words
and hit the button to hang up the call. It was tine, and

gat hering ny courage, |

started toward her.

Jane’s back was to ne, her hand still on the phone. She
paused for a nonent,

staring out the living roomw ndow, watching the gray sky
as it slowy darkened

in color. She was the greatest person |’ve ever known, and
| would tell her this

in the nmonments follow ng our Kkiss.

| kept noving. She was cl ose now, close enough for ne to
catch the famliar

scent of her perfunme. | could feel ny heart speed up.

Al nost there, | realized,

but when | was cl ose enough to touch her hand, she
suddenly rai sed the phone

agai n. Her novenents were quick and efficient; she nerely
pressed two buttons.

The nunber is on speed dial, and | knew exactly what she'd
done.

A nmonent | ater, when Joseph answered the phone, | |ost ny
resolve, and it was

all | could do to make nmy way back to the couch.

For the next hour or so, | sat beneath the |anp, the

bi ography of Roosevelt open

in ny |ap.

Though she’d asked ne to call the guests, after hanging up
wi th Joseph, Jane

nmade a few calls to those who were closest to the famly.

| understood her

eagerness, but it left us in separate worlds until after
nine, and | canme to the

concl usion that unrealized hopes, even snmall ones, were



al ways wrenchi ng.

When Jane finished, | tried to catch her eye. Instead of
joining ne on the

couch, she retrieved a bag fromthe table by the front
door, one | hadn’t

noti ced she’ d brought in.

“l picked these up for Anna on the way hone,” she said,
wavi ng a coupl e of

bri dal magazi nes, “but before | give themto her, | want
to have a chance to

| ook through themfirst.”

| forced a smle, knowi ng the rest of the evening would be
| ost. “CGood idea,” |

sai d.

As we settled into silence—ae on the couch, Jane in the
recliner—+ found ny gaze

drawn surreptitiously toward her. Her eyes flickered as
she | ooked from one gown

to the next; | saw her crease the corners of various
pages. Her eyes, |ike mne,

are not as strong as they once were, and | noticed that
she had to crane her

neck back, as if | ooking down her nose to see nore
clearly. Every now and then,

| heard her whisper sonething, an understated excl amati on,
and | knew she was

pi cturing Anna wearing whatever was on the page.

Wat chi ng her expressive face, | nmarveled at the fact that
at one tine or

another, |I’'d kissed every part of it. |’ve never |oved
anyone but you, | wanted

to say, but commopn sense prevailed, remnding ne that it
woul d be better to save

those words for another time, when | had her ful
attention and the words m ght

be reciprocated.

As the evening wore on, | continued to watch her while
pretending to read ny
book. | could do this all night, | thought, but weariness

set in, and | was

certain that Jane would stay awake for at |east another
hour. The creased pages

would call to her if she didn't | ook at thema second
time, and she had yet to



make her way through both nagazi nes.

“Jane?” | said.

“MmP?” she answered autonmatically.

“l have an idea.”

“About what?” She continued staring at the page.
“Where we should hold the wedding.”

My words finally registered and she | ooked up.

“I't mght not be perfect, but I’'msure it would be
available,” | said. “It’s

outside and there’s plenty of parking. And there're
fl owers, too. Thousands of

flowers.”

“Wher e?”

| hesitated.

“At Noah’s house,” | said. “Under the trellis by the
roses.”

Jane’s nouth opened and cl osed; she blinked rapidly, as if
cl earing her sight.

But then, ever so slowy, she began to smle.

Chapter Six

In the norning, | made arrangenents for the tuxedos and
began making calls to

friends and nei ghbors on Anna’s guest |ist, receiving
nostly the answers |

expect ed.

O course we'll be there, one couple said. W woul dn’t
mss it for the world,

said another. Though the calls were friendly, | didn't

i nger on the phone and

was finished well before noon.

Jane and Anna had gone in search of flowers for the
bouquets; later in the

af ternoon, they planned to swing by Noah’s house. Wth
hours to go until we were

supposed to neet, | decided to drive to Creekside. On the
way, | picked up three

| oaves of Wonder Bread fromthe grocery store.

As | drove, ny thoughts drifted to Noah’s house and ny
first visit there a |ong

ti me ago.

Jane and | had been dating for six nonths before she
brought ne honme to visit.

She’ d graduated from Meredith in June, and after the



cerenony, she rode in ny

car as we followed her parents back to New Bern. Jane was
t he ol dest of her

si blings—enly seven years separated the four of them-and I
could tell fromtheir

faces when we arrived that they were still evaluating ne.
While I'd stood with

Jane’s famly at her graduation and Allie had even | ooped
her hand t hrough ny

armat one point, | couldn’'t help feeling self-conscious
about the inpression

|’d made on them

Sensing ny anxiety, Jane i medi ately suggested that we
take a wal k when we

reached the house. The seductive beauty of the | ow country
had a soot hing effect

on nmy nerves; the sky was the color of robin' s eggs, and
the air held neither

the briskness of spring nor the heat and humdity of
sumrer. Noah had pl ant ed

t housands of bul bs over the years, and lilies bl ooned
along the fence line in

clusters of riotous color. A thousand shades of green
graced the trees, and the

air was filled with the trills of songbirds. But it was
the rose garden, even

froma di stance, that caught mnmy gaze. The five concentric
heart s—+he hi ghest

bushes in the mddle, the | owest on the outside—were
bursting in reds, pinks,

oranges, whites, and yellows. There was an orchestrated
randommess to the

bl oonms, one that suggested a stal emate between man and
nature that seemed al nost

out of place amid the wild beauty of the |andscape.

In tinme, we ended up under the trellis adjacent to the
garden. Cbviously, 1'd

becone quite fond of Jane by then, yet | still wasn't
certain whet her we woul d
have a future together. As |’'ve nentioned, | considered it

a necessity to be

gai nfully enpl oyed before | became involved in a serious
relationship. | was

still a year away frommnmy own graduation from|aw school,



and it seened unfair

to ask her to wait for ne. | didn't know then, of course,
that | woul d

eventually work in New Bern. Indeed, in the com ng year,

I nterviews were already

set up with firns in Atlanta and Washington, D.C., while
she had nmade plans to

nove back hone.

Jane, however, had been meking ny plans difficult to keep.
She seened to enjoy

nmy conpany. She listened with interest, teased ne
playful ly, and al ways reached

for ny hand whenever we were together. The first tine she
did this, | renmenber

thinking howright it felt. Though it sounds ridicul ous,
when a coupl e hol ds

hands, it either feels right or it doesn't. | suppose this
has to do with the

intertw ning of fingers and the proper placenent of the

t hunb, though when

tried to explain ny reasoning to her, Jane | aughed and
asked ne why it was so

| nportant to anal yze.

On that day, the day of her graduation, she took ny hand
again and for the first

time told ne the story of Allie and Noah. They' d net when
t hey were teenagers

and had fallen in love, but Allie had noved away and they
didn’t speak for the

next fourteen years. Wile they were separated, Noah

wor ked i n New Jersey,

headed off to war, and finally returned to New Bern.
Allie, meanwhil e, becane

engaged to soneone el se. On the verge of her weddi ng,
however, she returned to

visit Noah and realized it was he whom she’d al ways | oved.
In the end, Allie

broke of f her engagenent and stayed in New Bern.

Though we’ d tal ked about nmany things, she’d never told ne
this. At the tine, the

story was not as touching to ne as it is now, but I
suppose this was a function

of my age and gender. Yet | could tell the story neant a
lot to her, and | was



touched by how nmuch she cared for her parents. Soon after
she began, her dark

eyes were brimming with tears that spilled onto her
cheeks. At first she dabbed

at them but then she stopped, as if deciding it didn't
matt er whet her or not |

saw her cry. This inplied confort affected ne deeply, for
| knew t hat she was

entrusting ne with sonething that she’d shared with few
others. | nyself have

seldomcried at anything, and when she finished, she
seened to understand this

about ne.

“1”’msorry about getting so enotional,’
“But |1’ve been waiting

to tell you that story for along tine. | wanted it to be
just the right nonent,

in just the right place.”

Then she squeezed ny hand as though she wanted to hold on
to it forever.

| glanced away, feeling a tightness in ny chest that 1’'d
never before

experi enced. The scene around ne was intensely vivid,
every petal and bl ade of

grass standing out in sharp relief. Behind her, | saw her
famly gathering on

the porch. Prisns of sunlight cut patterns on the ground.

she said quietly.

“Thank you for sharing this with ne,” | whispered, and
when | turned to face
her, | knew what it neant to finally fall in |ove.

| went to Creekside and found Noah seated at the pond.
“Hell o, Noah,” | said.

“Hello, WIlson.” He continued staring out over the water.
“Thanks for dropping

by.”

| set the bag of bread on the ground. “You doi ng okay?”
“Coul d be better. Could be worse, though, too.”

| sat beside himon the bench. The swan in the pond had no
fear of me and stayed

in the shall ows near us.

“Did you tell her,” he asked, “about having the weddi ng at
t he house?”

| nodded. This had been the idea that | nmentioned to Noah
t he day before.



“1 think she was surprised she hadn’t thought of it
first.”

“She’s got a lot on her mnd.”

“Yes, she does. She and Anna |left right after breakfast.”
“Rarin’” to go?”

“You could say that. Jane practically dragged Anna out the
door. | haven't heard

fromher since.”

“Allie was the sane way with Kate' s weddi ng.”

He was speaki ng of Jane’s younger sister. Like the wedding
this weekend, Kate's

had been held at Noah’s house. Jane had been the matron of
honor .

“l suppose she’'s already been | ooking at weddi ng gowns.”

| glanced at him surprised.

“That was the best part for Allie, | think,” he went on.
“She and Kate spent two

days in Raleigh searching for the perfect dress. Kate
tried on over a hundred of

them and when Allie got honme, she described every one of
themto ne. Lace here,

sl eeves there, silk and taffeta, cinched waistlines .

she nust have ranbl ed

on for hours, but she was so beautiful when she was
excited that | barely heard

what she was saying.”

| brought ny hands to nmy lap. “I don’t think she and Anna
will have the tinme for

sonething like that.”

“No, | don't suppose they will.” He turned to ne. *“But
she’ |l be beautiful no

matter what she wears, you know.”

| nodded.

These days, the children share in the upkeep of Noah’s
house.

W own it jointly; Noah and Allie had made those
arrangenents before they noved

to Creekside. Because the house had neant so nuch to them
and to the children,

they sinply couldn’t part with it. Nor could they have
given it to only one of

their children, since it is the site of countless shared
menories for all of

t hem



As | said, | visited the house frequently, and as |I wal ked
the property after

| eavi ng Creekside, | nmade nental notes of all that had to
be done. A caretaker

kept the grass nowed and the fence in good condition, but
a lot of work woul d be

needed to get the property ready for visitors, and there
was no way | could do

it alone. The white house was coated with the gray dust of
a t housand

rainstorns, but it was nothing that a good power washi ng
couldn’t spruce up.

Despite the caretaker’s efforts, however, the grounds were
I n bad shape. Weds

were sprouting along the fence posts, hedges needed to be
trimed, and only

dried stal ks remained of the early-bloomng lilies.

H bi scus, hydrangea, and

ger ani uns added spl ashes of col or but needed reshapi ng as
wel | .

While all that could be taken care of relatively quickly,
the rose garden

worried nme. It had growmn wild in the years the house had
been enpty; each

concentric heart was roughly the sane height, and every
bush seened to grow into

the last. Countless stens poked out at odd angles, and the
| eaves obscured nuch

of the color. | had no idea whether the floodlights still
wor ked. From where |

stood, it seened there was no way it could be sal vaged
except by pruning

everyt hing back and waiting another year for the bloons to
return.

| hoped ny | andscaper would be able to work a mracle. If
anyone coul d handl e

the project, he could. A quiet man with a passion for
perfection, Nathan Little

had worked on sone of the nobst fanmpus gardens in North
Carolina—the Biltnore

Estate, the Tryon Place, the Duke Botanical Gardens—and he
knew nor e about

plants than anyone |’'d ever net.

My passion for our own garden at hone—snul |, but



nonet hel ess stunni ng—had | ed us

to becone friends over the years, and Nathan often made a
poi nt of comng by in

the hours after work. We had | ong conversati ons about acid
in the soil and the

role of shade for azaleas, differences in fertilizers, and
even the watering

requi renents of pansies. It was sonething conpletely
removed fromthe work | did

at the office, which is perhaps the reason it gave ne such

j oy.

As | surveyed the property, | visualized how | wanted it
to look. In the m dst

of my earlier calls, |I'd also contacted Nat han, and though

it was Sunday, he’'d

agreed to swng by. He had three crews, nost of whom spoke
only Spani sh, and the

anount of work a single crew could acconplish in a day was
staggering. Still,

this was a large project, and | prayed they would be able
to finish in tine.

It was as | was making ny nental notes that | saw Harvey
Wel i ngton, the pastor,

in the distance. He was on his front porch, |eaning

agai nst the post with his

arns crossed. He didn’'t nove when | spotted him W seened
to be watchi ng each

other, and a nonent later, | saw himgrin. | thought it
was an invitation to go

see him but when | glanced away and then back again, he'd
vani shed inside his

home. Even though we’'d spoken, even though |I’'d shaken his
hand, | suddenly

realized that |1'd never set foot beyond his front door.

Nat han dropped by after |unch, and we spent an hour

t oget her. He nodded

continuously as | spoke but kept his questions to a

m ni rum Wen | was

finished, he shaded his eyes with his hand.

Only the rose garden will be troubl esone, he finally said.
It will be much work

to make it | ook the way it shoul d.

But it’s possible?

He studied the rose garden for a | ong nonent before



noddi ng. Wednesday and

Thursday, he finally said. The entire creww || cone, he
added. Thirty peopl e.

Only two days? | asked. Even with the garden? He knew his
busi ness as | know ny

own, but this statenent amazed ne nonet hel ess.

He smled and put a hand on ny shoulder. “Do not worry, ny
friend,” he said. “It

will be magnificent.”

By m dafternoon, heat was rising fromthe ground in

shi mering waves. The

hum dity had thickened the air, making the horizon seem
out of focus. Feeling

the perspiration beading on ny brow, | renoved a
handkerchi ef from ny pocket.

After wiping ny face, | sat on the porch to wait for Jane
and Anna.

Though the hone was boarded up, this hadn’t been done for
safety reasons.

Rat her, the boards were placed over the windows to prevent
random vandal i sm and

to keep people fromexploring the roons within. Noah had
desi gned them hi nsel f

before | eaving for Creekside-while his sons had actually
done nost of the

wor k—and they were attached to the house with hinges and
i nternal hooks so they

coul d be opened easily fromthe inside. The caretaker did
that twice a year to

air out the house. The electricity had been turned off,
but there was a

generator in the rear that the caretaker sonetines turned
on to check that the

outlets and switches were still in working order. The
wat er had never been

turned off because of the sprinkler system and the
caretaker had told ne that

he sonetines ran the faucets in the kitchen and baths to
cl ean the pipes of any

dust that had accunul at ed.

One day, |’msure that sonmeone will nove back in. It won't
be Jane and ne, nor
could | inmagine any of the other siblings here, but it

seened inevitable. It was



al so inevitable that this would happen only Iong after
Noah was gone.

A few mnutes later, Anna and Jane arrived, dust bill ow ng
behi nd the car as

they pulled up the drive. | net themin the shade of a
gi ant oak tree. Both were

| ooki ng around, and | could see the anxiety nounting on
Jane’s face. Anna was

chewi ng gum and she offered a brief smle.

“H , Daddy,” she said.

“H, sweetheart. How did it go today?” | asked.

“I't was fun. Momwas in a panic, but we finally got it
wor ked out. The bouquet

I's ordered. and so are the corsages and boutonnieres.”
Jane didn’'t seemto hear her; she was still glancing
around frantically. | knew

she was thinking there was no way the property woul d be
ready in time. Because

she visits less frequently than I, | think she had

retai ned the i rage of how

this place used to | ook, not how it | ooked today.

| brought a hand to her shoulder. “Do not worry, it wll
be magnificent,” |

reassured her, echoing the prom se of the | andscaper.
Later, Jane and | strolled the grounds together. Anna had
wandered off to talk

to Keith on her cell phone. As we wal ked, | related the
| deas | had di scussed

wi th Nathan, but | could tell her m nd was el sewhere.
When pressed, Jane shook her head. “It’s Anna,” she
confessed with a sigh. “One

m nute she’'s into the plans, and the next m nute she
isn’t. And she can’t seem

to make any deci sions on her own. Even with the flowers.
She didn't know what

colors she wanted for the bouquets, she didn't know which
varieties. But as soon

as | say that | |ike sonething, she says that she does,
too. It’s driving ne

crazy. | nean, | know this whole thing is ny idea, but
still, it’s her wedding.”

“She’ s always been like that,” | said. “Don’t you renenber

when she was little?
You used to tell ne the same thing when the two of you



went shoppi ng for school

cl ot hes.”

“I know,” she said, but her tone suggested sonething el se
was bot hering her.

“What is it?” | asked.

“I just wish we had nore tine.” Jane sighed. “1 know we’ve
gotten a few things

done, but if we had nore tine, | could arrange for a
reception of sone sort. As

| ovely as the cerenony will be, what about afterward?
She’ Il never have anot her

chance to experience sonething like this.”

My wife, the hopel ess romantic.

“Why don’t we have a reception, then?”

“What are you tal ki ng about ?”

“Why don’t we have one here? We'll just open up the
house.”

She | ooked at ne as if |1'd lost ny senses. “For what? W
don’t have a caterer,

we don’t have tables, we won't have any nusic. Those
things take tine to

arrange. It's not as if you can snap your fingers and have
everyone you need

come running.”

“That’s what you said about the photographer, too.”
“Receptions are different,” she explained with an air of
finality.

“Then we’'ll do it differently,” | persisted. “Maybe we'll
have sonme of the

guests bring food.”

She blinked. “Pot [uck?” She didn't try to hide her

di smay. “You want to have a

pot luck dinner for the reception?”

| felt nyself shrink a bit. “It was just an idea,” |
munbl ed.
She shook her head and | ooked off into the distance. “It’s

okay,” she said.

“I't’s not a big deal, anyway. It’s the cerenony that
matters.”

“Let nme make sone calls,” | offered. “Maybe | can arrange
sonet hi ng.”

“There’s not enough tine,” she repeated.

“l do know people who do things like this.”

This was true. As one of only three estate |lawers in



town—and for the early

part of ny career the only one—+t seened that | knew nost
of the business owners

in the county.

She hesitated. “I know you do,” she said, but the words
sounded |i ke an apol ogy.

Surprising nyself, | reached for her hand.

“I"l'l make sone calls,” |I said. “Trust ne.”

It m ght have been the seriousness with which |I spoke, or
t he earnestness of ny

gaze, but as we stood together, she |ooked up and seened
to study ne. Then, ever

so slowy, she squeezed ny hand to profess her confidence
In me.

“Thank you,” she said, and with her hand cl utching mne, |
felt a strange

sensation of déja vu, as if our years together had
suddenly been reversed. And

for the briefest nonent, | could see Jane standi ng under
the trellis again—+'d

just heard the story of her parents, and we were our

yout hful selves, the future

bright and prom sing before us. Everything was new, as it
was so | ong ago, and

when | watched her | eave with Anna a mnute later, | was
suddenly certain that

t hi s weddi ng was the nost bl essed thing to have happened
to us in years.

Chapter Seven

Di nner was nearly ready when Jane wal ked in the door |ater
t hat eveni ng.

| set the oven on | ow—+tonight was chi cken cordon bl eu—and
| w ped ny hands as |

| eft the kitchen.

“Hey there,” | said

“Hey. Howd it go with the calls?” she asked, setting her
purse on the end

table. “I forgot to ask you earlier.”

“So far, so good,” | said. “Everyone on the list said they
could nmake it. At

| east the ones that |’'ve heard from anyway.”

“Everyone? That’'s . . . amazing. People are usually on
vacation this tinme of



year.”

“Li ke us?”

She gave a carefree laugh, and I was pleased to see that
she seened in a better

nood. “Ch, sure,” she said with a wave, “we’'re just
sitting around and rel axi ng,

aren’t we?”

“I't’s not so bad.”

She caught the aroma fromthe kitchen, and her face took
on a puzzled

expression. “Are you nmeking di nner again?”

“I didn't think you'd be in the nood to cook tonight.”
She smled. “That was sweet.” Her eyes nmet m ne and seened
to linger a bit

| onger than usual. “Wuld you mnd if |I shower before we
eat? |’ mKkind of

sweaty. W were in and out of the car all day.”

“Not at all,” | said, waving a hand.
A few mnutes later, | heard water noving through the
pi pes. | sautéed the

veget abl es, reheated the bread fromthe ni ght before, and
was setting the table

when Jane entered the kitchen.

Li ke her, | had showered after returning from Noah's
house. Afterward |’d

slipped into a new pair of chinos, since nost of ny ol der
ones no |l onger fit.

“Are those the pants | bought for you?” Jane asked,
pausi ng i n the doorway.

“Yeah. How do they | ook?”

She gave an apprai si ng | ook.

“They fit well,” she remarked. “Fromthis angle, you can
really tell you’' ve |ost

a lot of weight.”

“That’s good,” | said. “I’'d hate to think |I suffered this
past year for

not hi ng.”

“You haven't suffered. Wil ked, nmaybe, but not suffered.”
“You try getting up before the sun, especially when it’s
raining.”

“Ch, poor baby,” she teased. “Mist be tough being you.”
“You have no idea.”

She giggled. Wile upstairs, she too had slipped into a
pair of confortable



pants, but her painted toenails peeked out beneath the
henms. Her hair was wet,

and there were a couple of water spots on her bl ouse. Even
when she wasn’t

trying, she was one of the nbost sensual wonen |’ve ever
seen.

“So get this,” Jane said. “Anna says Keith is thrilled

wi th our plans. He sounds

nore excited than Anna.”

“Anna’ s excited. She's just nervous about howit’ Il all
turn out.”

“No, she’s not. Anna never gets nervous about anyt hing.
She’s |ike you.”

“l get nervous,” | protested.

“No, you don't.”

“OF course | do.”

“Nane one tine.”

| thought about it. “Al right,” | said. “I was nervous
when | went back for ny

final year of |aw school.”

She considered this before shaking her head. “You weren’t
nervous about | aw

school. You were a star. You were on the Law Revi ew.
“I wasn’t nervous about ny studies, | was scared about

| osi ng you. You started

teaching in New Bern, renmenber? | just knew sone dashi ng
young gentl eman was

going to swoop in and steal you away. That woul d have
broken nmy heart.”

She stared at ne curiously, trying to make sense of what
|"d just said. Instead

of responding to ny coment, however, she put her hands on
her hips and tilted

her head. “You know, | think you re getting caught up in
all this, too.”

“What do you nean?”

“The weddi ng. | nmean, making dinner two nights in a row,
hel ping ne out with all

the plans, waxing nostalgic like this. | think all the
excitenent’s getting to

you.”

| heard a ding as the oven tinmer went off.

“You know,” | agreed, “l think you mght be right.”

| wasn’t lying when I told Jane that | was nervous about



| osi ng her when | went

back to Duke for nmy final year, and I'll admt | didn't
handl e t hese chal | engi ng
circunstances as well as | mght have. | knew going into

ny |ast year that it

woul d be i npossible for Jane and ne to maintain the kind
of relationship we’'d

devel oped over the past nine nonths, and | found nyself
wonder i ng how she woul d

react to this change. As the summer wore on, we discussed
this a few tines, but

Jane never seened worried. She seened al nost cavalier in
her confi dence that

we’ d manage sonehow, and though |I suppose | could have
taken this as a

reassuring sign, | was sonetinmes struck by the thought
that | cared for her nore

t han she cared for ne.

Granted, | knew | had good qualities, but | don't regard
nmy good qualities as

extraordinarily rare. Nor are ny bad qualities
extraordinarily dire. In fact, |

consi der nyself average in nost respects, and even thirty
years ago, | knew |

was destined for neither fame nor obscurity.

Jane, on the other hand, could have becone anyone she
chose. |’ve |long since

deci ded that Jane would be equally at hone in either
poverty or wealth, in a

cosnopolitan setting or a rural one. Her ability to adapt
has al ways i npressed

me. When | ooked at together—her intelligence and passi on,
her ki ndness and

charm+t seened obvi ous that Jane woul d have made a
wonderful wife to just about

anyone.

Why, then, had she chosen ne?

It was a question that plagued ne constantly in the early
days of our

relationship, and I could cone up with no answer that nade
sense. | worried that

Jane woul d wake up one norning and realize that there was
not hi ng speci al about

me and nove on to a nore charismatic guy. Feeling so



I nsecure, | stopped short

of telling her how!| felt about her. There were tines |'d
wanted to, but the

nonment s woul d pass before | could sunmon t he courage.
This is not to say that | kept the fact that | was seeing
her a secret. |ndeed,

while | was working at the law firmover the sumer, ny
relationship with Jane

was one of the topics that came up regularly over |unch
with the other sunmmer

associ ates, and | nmade a point of describing it as cl ose
to ideal. | never

di vul ged anything that | later regretted, but | do
remenber thinking that sone

of my fellow co-workers seened jeal ous that | was
successful ly forgi ng ahead not

only professionally, but personally as well. One of them
Har ol d Lar son—who,

li ke me, was al so a nenber of the Law Review at Duke—was
particularly attentive

whenever | nentioned Jane’s nane, and | suspected that
this was because he too

had a girlfriend. He’'d been dating Gail for over a year
and had al ways spoken

easily about their relationship. Like Jane, Gl was no
| onger living in the

area, having noved to be near her parents in

Frederi cksburg, Virginia. Harold

had nmenti oned nore than once that he planned to marry Gail
as soon as he

gr aduat ed.

Toward the end of the summer, we were sitting together
when soneone asked us

whet her we planned to bring our girlfriends to the
cocktail party that the firm

was throwi ng in our honor as a send-off. The question
seened to upset Harol d,

and when pressed, he frowned.

“Gail and | broke up last week,” he admtted. Though it
was clearly a painful

topic, he seened to feel the need to explain. “I thought
t hi ngs were great

bet ween us, even though | haven't gotten back to see her
much. | guess the



di stance was too nuch for her, and she didn't want to wait
until | graduated.

She net soneone el se.”

| suppose it was ny nenory of this conversation that

col ored our |ast afternoon

of the sunmmer together. It was Sunday, two days after 1'd
brought Jane to the

cocktail party, and she and | were sitting in the rockers
on the porch at Noah’'s

house. | was | eaving for Durhamthat evening, and |
remenber staring out over

the river and wondering whet her we woul d be able to nmake
It work or whet her

Jane, like Gil, would find sonmeone to repl ace ne.

“Hey, stranger,” she finally said, “why so quiet today?”
“I"m just thinking about headi ng back to school.”

She smled. “Are you dreading it or looking forward to
it?”

“Both, | guess.”

“Look at it this way. It’s only nine nonths until you
graduate, and then you're

done.”

| nodded but sai d not hi ng.

She studied ne. “Are you sure that's all that’s bothering
you? You' ve had a gl um

face all day.”

| shifted in ny seat. “Do you renenber Harold Larson?” |
asked. “1 introduced

you to himat the cocktail party.”

She squinted, trying to place him “The one who was on Law
Review with you?

Tall, with brown hair?”

| nodded.

“What about hi n?” she asked.

“Did you happen to notice that he was al one?”

“Not really. VWhy?”

“Hs girlfriend just broke up with him”

“Ch,” she said, though | could tell she had no i dea how
this related to her or

why | was thinking about it.

“It’s going to be a tough year,” | began. “lI’msure ||
practically live in the
l'ibrary.”

She put a friendly hand on ny knee. “You did great the



first two years. |'msure

you' Il do just fine.”
“lI hope so,” | continued. “It’s just that with everything
going on, |'m probably

not going to be able to make it down every weekend to see
you like I did this

sunmer . ”

“l figured that. But we'll still see each other. It’s not
i ke you won’t have

any tine at all. And | can always drive up to see you,

t oo, renenber.”

In the distance, | watched as a flock of starlings broke

fromthe trees. “You

m ght want to check before you cone. To see if |I'mfree, |
nmean. The | ast year

I s supposed to be the busiest.”

She tilted her head, trying to deci pher ny neani ng.
“What’ s goi ng on, WIson?”

“What do you nean?”

“This. What you just said. You sound |ike you’ ve already
been t hi nki ng up

excuses not to see ne.”

“I't’s not an excuse. | just want to make sure you
under st and how busy ny

schedule is going to be.”

Jane | eaned back in her chair, her nouth settling into a
straight line. “And?”

she asked.

“And what ?”

“And what exactly does that nean? That you don’t want to
see ne anynore?”

“No,” | protested, “of course not. But the fact is that
you' Il be here, and I'm

going to be there. You know how hard | ong-di stance

rel ati onshi ps can be.”

She crossed her arns. “So?”

“Well, it’s just that they can ruin the best of

I ntentions, and to be honest, |

don’t want either of us to get hurt.”

“Cet hurt?”

“That’ s what happened to Harold and Gail,” | expl ai ned.
“They didn’'t see each

ot her nmuch because he was so busy, and they broke up
because of it.”



She hesitated. “And you think the sanme thing's going to
happen to us,” she said

careful ly.

“You have to admit the odds aren’t in our favor.”

“The odds?” She blinked. “You're trying to put what we

have i nto nunbers?”

“I"’'mjust trying to be honest.
“About what? Qdds? \What does t hat have to do wwth us? And
what does Harol d have

to do with anythi ng?”

“Jane, | ”

She turned away, unable to look at ne. “If you don’t want
to see ne anynore,

just say it. Don’t use a busy schedule as an excuse. Just
tell me the truth. I'm

an adult. | can take it.”

“I amtelling you the truth,” | said quickly. “I do want
to see you. | didn't

mean for it to cone out the way it did.” | swallowed. *“I
mean . . . well

you' re a very special person, and you nean a great deal to
me.”

She said nothing. In the silence that followed, | watched
in surprise as a

single tear spilled down her cheek. She sw ped at it

bef ore crossing her arns.

Her gaze was focused on the trees near the river.

“Why do you al ways have to do that?” Her voice was raw.
“Do what ?”

“This . . . what you re doing now Tal ki ng about odds,
using statistics to
explain things . . . to explain us. The world doesn’t

al ways work that way. And
nei ther do people. W’re not Harold and Gail.”

“l know t hat. "
She faced ne, and for the first tinme, | saw the anger and
pain |’'d caused her.
“Then why did you say it?” she demanded. “I know it’s not

going to be easy, but

so what? My nom and dad didn't see each other for fourteen
years, and they still

got married. And you' re tal king about nine nonths? When
you' re only a coupl e of

hours away? W can call, we can wite. . . .” She shook



her head.

“I"'msorry,” | said. “l guess |I’mjust scared about | osing
you. | didn't mean to
upset you. ”

“Why?” she asked. “Because |'’m a special person? Because |
mean a great deal to

you?”
| nodded. “Yes, of course you do. And you are special.”
She took a deep breath. “Well, I'mglad to know you, too.”

Wth that, understanding finally dawned on ne. Wile |
meant nmy own words as a

conplinment, Jane had interpreted themdifferently, and the
t hought that | had

hurt her made ny throat suddenly go dry.

“I"’'msorry,” | said again, “I didn’'t nean for it to cone
out the way it sounded.
You are very special to ne, but . . . you see, the thing

IS . T

My tongue felt as if it were twsted, and ny stanmering
finally elicited a sigh

from Jane. Knowing |I was running out of time, | cleared ny
throat and tried to

tell her what was in ny heart.

“What | nmeant to say was that | think | |ove you,” |

whi sper ed.

She was quiet, but | knew she’d heard ne when her nouth
finally began to cur

into a slight smle.

“Well,” she said, “do you or don’t you?”

| swallowed. “I do,” | said. Then, wanting to be perfectly
clear, | added, “Love

you, | nean.”

For the first time in our conversation, she | aughed,
anmused by how hard |’ d nmade

it. Then, raising her eyebrows, she finally smled. “Wuy,
Wl son,” she said,

drawi ng out the words in exaggerated southern fashion, “I
think that’s the

sweet est thing you' ve ever said to ne.”

Surprising ne, she suddenly got up fromher chair and sat
in ny lap. She slipped

an arm around ne and ki ssed ne gently. Beyond her, the
rest of the world was out

of focus, and in the waning light, as if disenbodied, |



heard nmy own words

com ng back to ne.

“l do, too,” she said. “Love you, | nean.”

| was renmenbering this story when Jane’s voi ce broke in.
“Why are you smling?” she asked.

She stared at nme fromacross the table. D nner was casual
tonight; we had filled

our plates in the kitchen, and | hadn’t bothered to |ight
a candl e.

“Do you ever think about the night you canme to visit ne at
Duke?” | asked. “Wen

we finally got to go to Harper’s?”

“That was after you got the job in New Bern, right? And
you said you wanted to

cel ebrat e?”

| nodded. “You wore a strapless black dress. . . .”

“You renenber that?”

“Like it was yesterday,” | said. “We hadn’t seen each

ot her in about a nonth,

and | renenber watching fromny w ndow as you got out of
the car.”

Jane | ooked faintly pleased. I went on. “l can even
remenber what | was thinking

when | saw you.”

“You can?”

“I was thinking that the year we’'d been dating was the
happi est year |’d ever

had. ”

Her gaze dropped to her plate, then net mne again, alnost
shyly. Buoyed by the

menory, | plunged on.

“Do you renenber what | got you? For Christmas?”
It was a nonent before she answered. “Earrings,”
her hands traveling

absently to her earl obes. “You bought ne di anond earrings.
| knew they were

expensi ve, and | renenber being shocked that you'd

spl urged that way.”

“How do you know t hey were expensive?”’

“You told ne.”

“I did?” This I didn't renenber.

“Once or twice,” she said, smrking. For a nonent we ate

I n silence. Between

mout hfuls, | studied the curve of her jawl ine and the way

she said,



the | ate evening

sunli ght played across her face.

“I't doesn’t seemlike thirty years have passed, does it?”
| said.

A shadow of that old fam |iar sadness flitted across her
face.

“No,” she said, “lI can’'t believe Anna’'s actually old
enough to get married. |

don’t know where the tinme goes.”

“What woul d you have changed?” | asked. “If you coul d?”
“I'n ny life, you nean?” She | ooked away. “I don’t know. |
guess | woul d have

tried to enjoy it nore while it was happening.”

“l feel the sane way.”

“Do you really?” Jane | ooked genuinely surprised.

| nodded. “OF course.”

Jane seened to recover. “It’'s just—please don't take this
the wong way, WI son,

but you usually don't wallow in the past. | nean, you're
so practical about

t hings. You have so fewregrets. . . .” She trailed off.

“And you do?” | asked softly.

She studi ed her hands for a nonment. “No, not really.”

| al nost reached for her hand then, but she changed the
subj ect, saying

brightly, “W went to see Noah today. After we left the
house.”

13 C],]?H

“He nentioned that you d stopped by earlier.”

“I did. I wanted to make sure it was okay if we used the
house.”

“That’s what he said.” She noved sone veget abl es around
with her fork. “He and

Anna | ooked so cute together. She held his hand the whol e
time she was telling

hi m about the wedding. | w sh you could have seen it. It
rem nded ne of the way

he and Mom used to sit together.” For a nonment, she seened
| ost in thought. Then

she | ooked up. “I wish Momwere still around,” she said.
“She al ways | oved

weddi ngs.”

“I think it runs in the famly,” | nurnured

She smled wistfully. “You' re probably right. You can’'t



I magi ne how nmuch fun

this is, even on such short notice. | can't wait until
Leslie gets married and

we have tine to really concentrate on it.”

“She doesn’t even have a serious boyfriend, |et al one
someone who wants to

propose to her.”

“Details, details,” she said, tossing her head. “It
doesn’t mean we can’t start

planning it, does it?”

Wo was | to argue? “Well, when it does happen,” |
comrented, “l hope that

whoever proposes gets ny perm ssion in advance.”

“Dd Keith do that?”

“No, but this wedding’s such a rush, | wouldn’t have
expected himto. Still,

it’s one of those character-buil ding experiences | think
every young man shoul d

go through.”

“Li ke when you asked Daddy?”

“Ch, | built a lot of character that day.”

“Oh?” She gazed at ne curiously.

“I think I could have handled it a little better.”
“Daddy never told ne that.”

“That’' s probably because he took pity on ne. It wasn’'t
exactly the nost

opportune of nonents.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Because | never wanted you to know.”

“Well, now you have to tell ne.”

| reached for ny glass of wine, trying not to nake a big
deal out of it. “All

right,” | said, “here’s the story. 1’'d cone by right after
wor k, but | was

supposed to neet with the partners again |later that sane
night, so | didn’t have

much tinme. | found Noah working in his shop. This was
right before we all went

to stay at the beach. Anyway, he was buil ding a birdhouse
for sonme cardinals

that had nested on the porch, and he was right in the

m ddl e of tacking the roof

on. He was pretty intent on finishing the work before the
weekend, and | kept



trying to figure out a way to work the subject of you and
me into the

conversation, but the opportunity wasn't there. Finally, |
just blurted it out.

He asked ne if I'd get himanother nail, and when | handed
it to him | said,

‘Here you go. And oh, by the way, that rem nds ne—woul d
you mind if | married

Jane?’ 7’

She giggled. “You always were a snooth one,” she remarked.
“l guess | shouldn’t

be surprised, given the way you proposed. It was so .
“Menor abl e?”

“Mal col m and Linda never get tired of that story,” she
said, referring to a

couple we’d been friends with for years. “Especially

Li nda. Every tine we're

wi th other people, she begs ne to tell the story.”

“And of course, you're wlling to oblige.”

She rai sed her hands innocently. “If ny friends enjoy ny
stories, who am|l to

wi t hhol d t henf”

As the easy banter continued through dinner, | was
consci ous of everything about

her. | watched as she cut the chicken into small bites
before eating it, and the

way her hair caught the light; | snelled the faintest

trace of the jasm ne gel

she’d used earlier. There was no explanation for this

| onger -1 asti ng newf ound

ease between us, and | didn’t try to understand it. |
wondered if Jane even

noticed. If so, she gave no indication, but then neither
did I, and we |ingered

over dinner until the remains grew cold on the table.

The story of ny proposal is indeed nenorable, and it never
fails to provoke

gal es of |aughter anobng those who hear it.

This sharing of history is fairly comon in our social
circle, and when we

socialize, ny wife and | cease to be individuals. W are a
couple, a team and

|’ ve often enjoyed this interplay. W can each hop into
the mddle of a story



that the ot her has begun and continue the other’s train of
t hought w t hout

hesitation. She m ght begin the story in which Leslie was
| eadi ng a cheer at a

football ganme when one of the running backs slipped near

t he sideline and began

careening toward her. If Jane pauses, | knowit is ny
signal to informthemt hat

Jane was the first to | eap out of her seat to make sure
she was okay, because |

was paralyzed with fear. But once | finally summoned the
will to nove, | bounded

t hrough the crowd, pushing and shovi ng and knocki ng peopl e
of f bal ance, much

| i ke the running back a nonent before. Then, in the nonent
| take a breath to

pause, Jane easily picks up where | left off. I am amazed
that neither of us

seens to find this out of the ordinary, or even difficult.
Thi s gi ve-and-t ake

has becone natural for us, and | often wonder what it is
i ke for those who

don’t know their partners quite so well. Leslie, | mght
add, was not injured

that day. By the tinme we reached her, she was al ready
reaching for her pom pons.

But | never join in the story of ny proposal. Instead I
sit in silence, know ng

that Jane finds it nuch nore hunorous than I. After all, |
didn’t intend for it

to be a hunorous event. | was sure it would be a day she

woul d al ways renenber

and hoped that she would find it romantic.

Sonehow, Jane and | had nmade it through the year with our
| ove intact. By late

spring we were tal king about getting engaged, and the only
surprise was when we

woul d make it official. |I knew she wanted sonet hing
speci al —her parents’ romance

had set a high bar. Wien Noah and Allie were together, it
seened as if

everything turned out perfectly. If it rained while they
were out together—a

m serabl e experience, nost would admt-Alli e and Noah



woul d use it as an excuse

to build a fire and |lie beside each other, falling ever
nore deeply in love. If

Allie was in the nood for poetry, Noah could recite a
series of verses from

menory. |f Noah was the exanple, | knew | nust follow his
| ead, and for this
reason, | planned to propose to her on the beach at

Ccracoke, where her famly

was vacationing in July.

My plan, | thought, was inspired. Quite sinply, after

pi cki ng out an engagenent

ring, | planned to hide it in the conch | had picked up
the year before, with

the intention that she would find it |ater, when we were
out scouring the beach

for sand dollars. When she did, | planned to drop to one
knee, take her hand,

and tell her that she woul d make ne the happiest nman in
the world if she woul d

consent to be ny wfe.

Unfortunately, things didn’t go exactly as planned. A
stormwas in full sw ng

t hat weekend, with heavy rain and w nds strong enough to
make the trees bend

al nrost horizontal. Al day Saturday, | waited for the
stormto abate, but nature

seened to have other ideas, and it wasn't until m dnorning
Sunday that the sky

began to cl ear.

| was nore nervous than I'd inagined | would be, and |
found nyself nentally

rehearsing exactly what | wanted to say. This sort of rote
preparation had

al ways served ne well in law school, but | didn't realize
that ny preparation

woul d keep ne from speaking to Jane as we nmade our way

al ong the beach. | don’t

know how | ong we continued to walk in silence, but it was
| ong enough for the

sound of Jane’s voice to startle ne when she finally spoke
up.

“The tide’s really coming in, isn't it?”

| hadn’t realized that the tide would be so affected even



after the storm had

passed, and though | was fairly certain that the shell was
safe, | didn't want

to take any chances. Concerned, | started to wal k even
nore qui ckly, though

tried ny best not to arouse her suspicion.

“Why the rush?” she asked ne.

“Am | rushing?” | answered.

She didn’'t seemsatisfied with ny response and finally

sl owed down. For a little

while, until | spotted the conch, at |east, | wal ked by
nyself, a few steps

ahead of her. Wien | saw the high-water marks in the sand
near the shell, | knew

we had tinme. Not a lot, but |I felt nyself relax a bit.

| turned to say sonething to Jane, unaware that she had
al ready stopped a little

ways back. She was bending toward the sand, one arm
extended, and | knew exactly

what she was doi ng. Wienever she was at the beach, Jane
had a habit of | ooking

for tiny sand dollars. The best ones, the ones she kept,
wer e paper-thin and

transl ucent, no larger than a fingernail

“Come quick!” she called out without |ooking up. “There’s
a whol e bunch ri ght

here.”

The conch with the ring was twenty yards ahead of ne, Jane
was twenty yards

behind. Finally realizing that we’'d barely said nore than
a few words to each

ot her since we’'d been on the beach, | decided to go to
Jane. When | reached her,

she held up a sand dollar before ne, balancing it |like a
contact lens on the tip

of her finger.

“Look at this one.”

It was the smallest one we’'d found. After handing it to
me, she bent over again

to start | ooking for nore.

| joined her in the search with the intention of gradually
| eadi ng her to the

conch, but Jane continued to hover in the sanme spot no
matter how far | noved



away. | had to keep glancing up every few seconds to nake
sure the shell was

still safe.
“What are you | ooking at?” Jane finally asked ne.
“Nothing,” | said. Still, |I felt conpelled to | ook again a

few nonents | ater,

and when Jane caught ne, she raised an eyebrow
uncertainly.

As the tide continued to rise, | realized we were running
out of tinme. Still,

Jane hovered in the sane spot. She had found two nore sand
dollars that were

even smaller than the first and she seened to have no

I ntention of noving. At

| ast, not knowi ng what else to do, | pretended to notice
the shell in the
di st ance.

“I's that a conch?”

She | ooked up.

“Whay don’t you go grab it?” she said. “It |ooks like a
ni ce one.”

| didn’t know quite what to say. After all, | wanted her
to be the one to find

it. By now the waves were breaking precariously close.
“Yes, it does,” | said.

“Are you going to go get it?”

“No.

“Why not ?”

“Maybe you should go get it.”

“Me?” She | ooked puzzl ed.

“I'f you want it.”

She seened to debate a nonent before shaking her head.
“We’ve got lots of them

at the house. No big deal.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

This was not going well. Wile trying to figure out what
to do next, | suddenly

noticed a | arge swell approaching the shore. Desperate—and
wi thout a word to

her + suddenly bolted from her side, surging toward the
conch.

|’ ve never been noted for ny quickness, but on that day |
noved |ike an athlete.



Sprinting as hard as | could, |I grabbed the shell like an
outfielder retrieving

a baseball, nonents before the wave swept over the spot.
Unfortunately, the act

of reaching for it left nme off balance, and | tunbled to
the sand, the air

escaping ny lungs in a | oud whunph. When | stood, | did ny
best to | ook

dignified as | shook the sand and water from ny soaked
clothing. In the

di stance, | could see Jane staring w de-eyed at ne.

| brought the shell back and offered it to her.

“Here,” | said, breathing hard.

She was still eyeing ne with a curious expression. “Thank
you,” she said.

| expected her to turn it over, | suppose, or nove the
shell in such a way as to

hear the novenment of the ring inside, but she didn't.
| nstead, we sinply stared
at each ot her.

“You really wanted this shell, didn't you?” she finally
sai d.

“Yes.”

“I't’s nice.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you again.”

“You’'re wel cone.”

Still, she hadn’'t noved it. Gowing a bit anxious, | said:
“Shake it.”

She seened to study my words.

“Shake it,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“Are you feeling okay, WIson?”

“Yes.” | nodded in encouragenent toward the shell.
“Ckay,” she said slowy.

When she did, the ring fell to the sand. | immedi ately

dropped to one knee and

began | ooking for it. Forgetting all of what | had

i ntended to say, | went

straight to the proposal, w thout even the presence of
mnd to | ook up at her.

“WIIl you marry nme?”

When we finished cleaning the kitchen, Jane went outside
to stand on the deck,



| eavi ng the door cracked open as if inviting nme to join
her. When | went out, |

saw her | eaning against the rail as she had the night that
Anna had broken the

news of her weddi ng.

The sun had set, and an orange noon was rising just over
the trees like a

jack-o’ -lantern in the sky. | saw Jane staring at it. The
heat had finally

broken and a breeze had picked up.

“Do you really think you'll be able to find a caterer?”
she asked.
| leaned in beside her. “I’Il do ny best.”

“Ch,” she said suddenly. “Remnd ne to nmake the
reservations for Joseph

tonorrow. | know we can get himinto Ral ei gh, but
hopefully we can get a

connection straight to New Bern.”

“l can do that,” | volunteered. “I’|Il be on the phone
anyway. ”

“You sure?”

“It’s no big deal,” | said. On the river, | could see a

boat noving past us, a
bl ack shadow with a glowng |ight out front.

“So what el se do you and Anna have to do?” | asked.
“More than you can inmagine.”

“Still?”

“Well, there’s the dress, of course. Leslie wants to go

with us, and it’s

probably going to take at | east a couple of days.”

“For a dress?”

“She has to find the right one, and then we have to get it
fitted. W talked to

a seanstress this norning, and she says that she can work
it inif we can get it

to her by Thursday. And then, of course, there' s the
reception. If there is one,

| nmean. A caterer is one thing, but if you can pull that
off, we still need

nmusi ¢ of sonme kind. And we’ll need to decorate, so you'll
have to call the
rental conpany.
As she spoke, | let out a quiet sigh. I knew | shouldn’t
have been surpri sed,



but still

“So while I"mmaking calls tonorrow, | take it you'll be
of f dress shoppi ng,
ri ght?”

“I can’t wait.” She shivered. “Watching her try them on,
seei ng what she I|ikes.
| ve been waiting for this nonent ever since she was a

little girl. It’'s
exciting.”
“I"'msure,” | said.

She held up her thunb and forefinger in a pinching notion.
“And to think that

Anna was this close to not letting ne do it.”

“I't’s amazi ng how ungrateful children can be, isn't it.”
She | aughed, turning her gaze toward the water again. In

t he background, | could

hear crickets and frogs beginning their evening song, a
sound that never seens

t o change.

“Wuld you like to take a wal k?” | asked suddenly.
She hesitated. “Now?”

“Why not ?”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Does it matter?”

Though she seened surprised, she answered. “Not really.”
A few mnutes |ater, we were naking our way around the
bl ock. The streets were

enpty. Fromthe honmes on either side of us, | could see
| i ghts bl azi ng behi nd

curtai ns and shadows novi ng around inside. Jane and |

wal ked on the shoul der of

the road, rocks and gravel crunching beneath our feet.
Above us, stratus clouds

stretched across the sky, making a silver band.

“I's it this quiet in the nornings?” Jane asked. “Wen you
wal k?”

| usually | eave the house before six, |ong before she
wakes.

“Sometinmes. Usually there are a few joggers out. And dogs.
They like to sneak up

behi nd you and bark suddenly.”

“CGood for the heart, 1’1l bet.”

“It’s like an extra workout,” | agreed. “But it keeps ne
on ny toes.”



“l should start wal king again. | used to |love to walk.”
“You can always join ne.”

“At five-thirty? |I don’t think so.”

Her tone was a mi xture of playfulness and incredulity.
Though ny wi fe was once

an early riser, she hadn’'t been since Leslie noved out.

“This was a good idea,” she said. “It’s beautiful
toni ght.”
“Yes, it is,” | said, looking at her. W wal ked in silence

for a few nonents

before I saw Jane gl ance toward a house near the corner.
“Did you hear about d enda’'s stroke?”

G enda and her husband were our nei ghbors, and though we
didn’t nove in the sane

social circles, we were friendly nonetheless. In New Bern,
everyone seened to

know everyt hi ng about everyone.

“Yes. It’'s sad.”

“She’s not nmuch older than | am”

“1 know,” | said. “l hear she’'s doing better, though.”

W fell back into silence for a while, until Jane suddenly
asked, “Do you ever

t hi nk about your nother?”

| wasn’t sure how to respond. My nother had died in an
aut onobi | e acci dent

during our second year of marriage. Though | wasn’'t as
close to ny parents as

Jane was to hers, her death cane as a terrible shock. To
this day, | can't

recal | making the six-hour drive to Washington to be with
ny father.

“Sonmetines.”

“When you do, what do you renenber?”

“Do you renmenber the last time we went to visit thenP” |
said. “Wien we first

wal ked in the door, and Mom cane out of the kitchen? She
was wearing a bl ouse

with purple flowers on it, and she | ooked so happy to see
us. She opened her

arms to give us both a hug. That’s how |I al ways renenber
her. It’s an image

that’s never changed, kind of |ike a picture. She al ways
| ooks the sane.”

Jane nodded. “1 always renenber nmy nomin her studio, with



pai nt on her fingers.

She was painting a portrait of our famly, sonething she'd
never done, and |

remenber how excited she was because she was going to give
It to Dad for his

birthday.” She paused. “I don't really renenber the way
she | ooked after she

started getting sick. Mom had al ways been so expressive. |
mean, she used to

wave her hands when she tal ked, and her face was al ways so
ani mat ed when she

told a story . . . but after the Al zheiner’s set in, she
changed.” She gl anced

over at me. “It just wasn't the sane.”

“1 know,” | said.

“I worry about that sonetinmes,” she said in a | ow voi ce.
“CGetting Al zheiner’'s, |

nmean. ”

Though | too had thought about this, | said nothing.

“l can’t imagine what it would be Iike,” Jane went on. “To
not recogni ze Anna or

Joseph or Leslie? To have to ask their nanmes when they
came to visit |ike Mom

used to do with me? It breaks ny heart to even think about
it.”

| watched her silently, in the dimglow of the
housel i ght s.

“I wonder if Mom knew how bad it was going to get,” she
mused. “I nean, she said

she did, but I wonder if she really knew deep down t hat
she woul dn’t recogni ze

her children. O even Daddy.”

“I think she knew,” | said. “That’s why they noved to
Creeksi de.”

| thought | saw her close her eyes nonentarily. Wen she
spoke agai n, her voice

was full of frustration. “lI hate it that Daddy didn’t want
to cone live with us

after Mom di ed. W have plenty of room”

| said nothing. Though | coul d have expl ai ned Noah’s
reasons for staying at

Creeksi de, she didn’t want to hear them She knew them as
well as | did, but

unli ke me, she didn’'t accept them and | knew that trying



to defend Noah woul d

only trigger an argunent.

“I hate that swan,” she added.

There is a story behind the swan, but again, |I said
not hi ng.

We circled one block, then another. Sone of our neighbors
had al ready turned out

their lights, and still Jane and | noved on, neither
rushing nor lagging. In

time | saw our house, and know ng our wal k was comng to
an end, | paused and

| ooked up at the stars.

“What is it?” she asked, follow ng ny gaze.

“Are you happy, Jane?”

Her gaze focused on ne. “Wat brought that up?”

“l was just curious.”

As | waited for her response, | wondered if she guessed
t he reason behind ny

question. It wasn’t so nuch that | wondered whet her she
was happy in general as

happy with me in particular.

She stared at ne for a long nonent, as if trying to read
nmy m nd.

“Well, there is one thing .
“Yes?”

“I't’s kind of inportant.”
| waited as Jane drew a | ong breath.

“I"l'l be really happy if you can find a caterer,” she
conf essed.

At her words, | had to | augh.

Though | offered to make a pot of decaf, Jane shook her
head wearily. The two

| ong days had caught up to her, and after yawning a second
time, she told ne

that she was going up to bed.

| suppose | could have followed her up, but | didn't.

I nstead, | watched her

head up the steps, reliving our evening.

Later, when | did at last crawm into bed, | slipped under
t he covers and turned

to face ny wife. Her breathing was steady and deep, and |
coul d see her eyelids

fluttering, letting nme know that she was dream ng. O
what, | wasn’'t sure, but



her face was peaceful, like that of a child. | stared at
her, wanting and not

wanting to wake her, loving her nore than life itself.
Despite the darkness, |

could see a lock of hair lying across her cheek, and I
stretched nmy fingers

toward it. Her skin was as soft as powder, tineless inits
beauty. Tucking the

strand of hair behind her ear, | blinked back the tears
that had nysteriously

sprung to my eyes.

Chapt er Ei ght
Jane stared at ne opennouthed the foll ow ng evening, purse
dangling on her arm

“You did it?”

“So it would seem” | said nonchalantly, doing ny best to
make it seem as though

finding a caterer had been a sinple feat. Meanwhile, I'd

been paci ng excitedly,

waiting for her to conme hone.

“Who’ d you get?”

“The Chelsea,” | said. Located in downtown New Bern across
the street fromny

office, the restaurant is housed in the building where
Cal eb Bradham once had

his offices when he fornulated a dri nk now known as
Pepsi - Col a. Renodeled into a

restaurant ten years ago, it was one of Jane’'s favorite
di nner spots. The nenu

was extensive, and the chef specialized in exotic original
sauces and mari nades

to acconpany typically southern neals. On Friday and

Sat urday evenings, it was

| npossible to be seated without a reservation, and guests
made a gane out of

trying to guess what ingredients had been used to create
such distinctive

flavors.

The Chel sea was al so known for its entertainnment. In the
corner stood a grand

pi ano, and John Peterson-who gave Anna | essons for

year s—woul d soneti nes pl ay

and sing for the patrons. Wth an ear for contenporary



nmel odi es and a voice

rem ni scent of Nat King Cole's, Peterson could perform any
song requested and

did well enough to performin restaurants as far-flung as
Atlanta, Charlotte,

and Washi ngton, D.C. Jane could spend hours listening to
him and | know

Pet erson was touched by her alnost notherly pride in him
Jane, after all, had

been the first in town to take a chance on himas a

t eacher.

Jane was too stunned to respond. In the silence, | could
hear the ticking of the

clock on the wall as she debated whether or not she
understood ne correctly. She

bl i nked. “But . . . how?”

“l talked to Henry, explained the situation and what we
needed, and he said he'd

take care of it.”

“l don’t understand. How can Henry handl e sonething |ike
this at the | ast

mnute? Didn’'t he have sonething el se schedul ed?”

“l have no idea.”

“So you just picked up the phone and called and that was
it?”

“Well, it wasn’t quite that easy, but in the end, he
agreed.”

“What about the nenu? Didn’'t he need to know how nmany
peopl e were com ng?”

“l told himabout a hundred in total +hat seened about
right. And as for the

menu, we talked it over, and he said he’d cone up with
sonet hi ng special. |

suppose | can call himand request sonething in
particular.”

“No, no,” she said quickly, regaining her equilibrium
“That’s fine. You know I

|l i ke everything they cook. | just can't believe it.” She
stared at me with

wonder. “You did it.”

“Yes.” | nodded.
She broke into a smle, then suddenly | ooked fromne to
t he phone. “1 have to

call Anna,” she cried. “She’s not going to believe this.”



Henry MacDonal d, the owner of the restaurant, is an old
friend of mne. Though

New Bern is a place where privacy seens all but

I npossi bl e, it nonethel ess has

I ts advant ages. Because a person tends to run into the
same people with

regul ari ty—whil e shopping, driving, attending church,
going to parti es—an

underlyi ng courtesy has taken root in this tow, and it is
often possible to do

things that may seem i npossi bl e el sewhere. People do
favors for one anot her

because they never know when they m ght need one in
return, and it’'s one of the

reasons New Bern is so different from ot her places.
This isn't to say that | wasn't pleased with what 1’'d
done. As | headed into the

kitchen, | could hear Jane’s voice on the phone.

“Your dad did it!” |I heard her exclaim “lI have no idea
how, but he did!'™ My

heart surged at the pride in her voice.

At the kitchen table, | started sorting through the mai
|"d brought in earlier.

Bills, catal ogs, Tine nmagazi ne. Because Jane was tal ki ng
to Anna, | reached for

t he magazine. | imagined that she would be on the phone
for quite a while, but,

surprising ne, she hung up before | began the first
article.

“Wait,” she said, “before you start, | want to hear al
about it.” She drew

near. “Okay,” she began, “lI know Henry’'s going to be there
and he’ll have food

for everyone. And he’ll have people there to help, right?”
“I"’'msure,” | said. “He can’t serve it all hinself.”

“What else? Is it a buffet?”

“l1 thought that was the best way to do it, considering the
size of the kitchen

at Noah’s.”

“Me too,” she agreed. “How about tables and |inens? WI I
he bring all that?”

“l assunme so. To be honest, | didn't ask, but | don’t
think it’s that big of a

deal even if he doesn’'t. W can probably rent what we need



I f we have to.”
She nodded qui ckly. Making plans, updating her |ist.
“Ckay,” she said, but

bef ore she coul d speak again, | held up nmy hands.

“Don"t worry. I’Il call himfirst thing in the norning to
make sure everything

Is just the way it should be.” Then, with a wi nk, | added,
“Trust ne.”

She recogni zed nmy words fromthe day before at Noah's
house, and she smled up

at me alnost coyly. | expected the nonent to pass quickly,
but it didn't.

| nstead, we gazed at each other until —al nost

hesi tant| y—she | eaned toward ne and

ki ssed me on the cheek.

“Thank you for finding the caterer,” she said.

| swallowed with difficulty.

“You're wel cone.”

Four weeks after ny proposal to Jane, we were narri ed,
five days after we were

married, when | cane in fromwork, Jane was waiting for ne
in the living room of

the smal |l apartnment we’d rented.

“We have to talk,” she said, patting the couch.

| set ny briefcase aside and sat beside her. She reached
for ny hand.

“I's everything okay?” | asked.

“Everything's fine.”

“Then what is it?”

“Do you | ove ne?”

“Yes,” | said. “OF course | |love you.”

“Then wll you do sonething for ne?”

“I'f I can. You know |I’'d do anything for you.”

“BEven if it's hard? Even if you don’t want to?”

“OF course,” | repeated. | paused. “Jane-what’s goi ng on?”
She took a long breath before answering. “I want you to
come to church with ne

this Sunday.”

Her words caught nme off guard, and before | coul d speak,
she went on. “1 know

you' ve told ne that you have no desire to go and that you
were raised an

atheist, but I want you to do this for ne. It’'s very

I nportant to ne, even if



you feel |ike you don’t belong there.”

“Jane . . . |2 | started.
“l need you there,” she said.
“We’ve tal ked about this,” | protested, but again Jane cut

me off, this tinme

wi th a shake of her head.

“l1 know we have. And | understand that you weren’t brought
up the way | was. But

there’s nothing you could ever do that would nean nore to
me than this sinple

thing.”

“BEven if | don’t believe?”

“BEven if you don't believe,” she said.

“But —=
“There are no buts,” she said. “Not about this. Not with
ne. | |love you, WI son,

and | know that you love ne. And if we're going to nmake it
wor k bet ween us,

we’'re both going to have to give a little. I’mnot asking
you to believe. |I'm

asking you to conme with ne to church. Mrriage i s about
conprom se; it’s about

doi ng sonmething for the other person, even when you don’t
want to. Like I did

wi th the wedding.”

| brought ny |ips together, know ng already how she’'d felt
about our weddi ng at

t he courthouse.

“Ckay,” | said. “I'Il go.
me, a kiss as ethereal

as heaven itself.

When Jane kissed ne in the kitchen, the nenories of that
early kiss cane

fl oodi ng back. | suppose it was because it rem nded ne of
t he tender

rapprochenents that had worked so well to heal our
differences in the past: if

not burning passion, then at least a truce wwth a

commi tnent to working things

out.

In nmy mnd, this coomitnent to each other is the reason
we’'ve been nmarried as

|l ong as we have. It was this elenent of our marriage, |
suddenly realized, that

And at ny words, Jane ki ssed



had worried ne so during the past year. Not only had |
begun to wonder whet her

Jane still |loved me, | wondered whet her she wanted to | ove
me.

There must have been so many di sappoi ntnents, after
al | the years when

returned hone long after the kids were in bed; the
evenings in which | could

speak of nothing but work; the m ssed ganes, parties,
fam |y vacations; the

weekends spent with partners and clients on the golf
course. Upon reflection, I

think I nust have been sonething of an absent spouse, a
shadow of the eager

young man she had married. Yet she seened to be saying
with her kiss, I'mstill

wlling to try if you are.
“Wlson? Are you okay?”
| forced a smle. “I’'mfine.” | took a deep breath,

anxi ous to change the

subject. “So how did your day go? Did you and Anna find a
dress?”

“No. W went to a couple of stores, but Anna didn't see
anything in her size

that she liked. | didn't realize how long it takes—+ nean,
Anna’s so thin they

have to pin everything just so we can get an idea of what
she’ Il |ook like. But

we're going to try a few different places tonorrow and
we'll see how it goes. On

the plus side, she said that Keith woul d handl e everyt hi ng
with his side of the

famly, so that we don’t have to. Wich rem nds ne—did you
remenber to book

Joseph’s flight?”

“Yes,” | said. “He’'ll be in Friday evening.”

“New Bern or Ral ei gh?”

“New Bern. He’'s supposed to arrive at eight thirty. Ws
Leslie able to join you

t oday?”

“No, not today. She called while we were driving. She had
to do sone additional

research for her lab project, but she’'ll be able to nmake
It tonorrow. She said



there were sone shops in Geensboro, too, if we wanted to

go there.”
“Are you going to?”
“It’s three and a half hours away,” she groaned. “I really

don’t want to be in

the car for seven hours.”

“Whay don’t you just stay overnight?” | suggested. “That
way, you' Il be able to

visit both places.”

She sighed. “That’s what Anna suggested. She said we
shoul d go to Ral ei gh agai n,

then G eensboro on Wednesday. But | don’'t want to | eave
you stranded. There’s

still alot to do here.”

“Go ahead,” | urged. “Now that we have the caterer,
everything s com ng

together. | can handl e whatever el se needs to be done on

this end. But we can’t

have a weddi ng unl ess she gets a dress.”

She eyed ne skeptically. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. In fact, | was thinking that | m ght even
have tinme to squeeze in a

coupl e of rounds of golf.”

She snorted. “You w sh.”

“But what about ny handicap?” | said in feigned protest.
“After thirty years, ny feeling is that if you haven't
| nproved yet, it’s

probably not in the cards.”

“I's that an insult?”

“No. Just a fact. |’'ve seen you play, renenber?”

| nodded, conceding her point. Despite the years |’'ve
spent working on ny sw ng,

I’mfar froma scratch golfer. | glanced at the clock.
“Do you want to head out to get a bite to eat?”

“What ? No cooki ng tonight?”

“Not unless you want leftovers. | didn’'t have a chance to
run to the store.”
“l was kidding,” she said wwth a wave. “l don’t expect you

to do all the cooking

now, though |I have to admt, it’s been nice.” She sm |l ed.
“Sure, I'd love to go.

|’ mgetting kind of hungry. Just give ne a mnute to get
ready.”

“You | ook fine,” | protested.



“I't’ll only take a mnute,” she called out as she headed
for the stairs.

It would not take a mnute. | knew Jane, and over the
years, |1’'d cone to

understand that these “mnutes” it took to get ready
actual ly averaged closer to

twenty. |1'd learned to occupy ny tine while waiting with
activities that |
enjoyed but required little thought. For instance, | m ght

head to ny office and

straighten the itens on ny desk or adjust the anplifier on
the stereo after the

children had used it.

| discovered that these innocuous things nmade tinme slip by
unnoticed. Oten, |

woul d finish whatever it was | was doing, only to find ny
wi f e standi ng behi nd

me with her hands on her hips.

“Are you ready?” | m ght ask.

“l1”ve been ready,” she would say in a huff. “lI’ve been
waiting ten mnutes for

you to finish whatever it is you re doing.”

“Oh,” I'd reply, “sorry. Let ne nmake sure | have the keys
and we can go.”

“Don’t tell nme you lost them?”

“No, of course not,” |'d say, patting ny pockets, puzzled
that | couldn’'t find

them Then, |ooking around, |1’'d quickly add: “1’m sure
they’'re close. | just had

thema m nute ago.”

At that, nmy wife would roll her eyes.

Toni ght, however, | grabbed Ti ne nagazi ne and headed f or
the couch. | finished a

few articles as | heard Jane paddi ng around upstairs and
set the mamgazi ne asi de.

| was wondering what she was in the nobod to eat when the
phone rang.

Li stening to the shaky voice on the other end of the
receiver, | felt nmy sense

of anticipation evaporate, replaced by a deep sense of
dread. Jane cane

downstairs as | was hangi ng up.

Seei ng ny expression, she froze.

“What happened?” she asked. “Who was it?”



“That was Kate,” | said quietly. “She’s going to the
hospi tal now.”

Jane’s hand flew to her nouth.

“I't’s Noah,” | said.

Chapter N ne

Tears brinmmed in Jane’s eyes as we drove to the hospital.
Though I'’musual ly a

cautious driver, | changed | anes frequently and bore down
on the accel erator

when the lights turned yellow, feeling the weight of every
passi ng m nute.

Wen we arrived, the scene in the energency room was
rem ni scent of this spring,

after Noah had his stroke, as if nothing had changed in

t he previous four

nonths. The air snelled of anmmopnia and antiseptic, the
fluorescent |ights cast a

flat glare over the crowded waiting room

Met al - and-vinyl chairs lined the walls and marched in rows
t hrough the m ddl e of

the room WMst of the seats were occupi ed by groups of
twos or threes, speaking

I n hushed tones, and a |ine of people waiting to fill out
forns snaked past the

I nt ake counter.

Jane’s famly was clustered near the door. Kate stood pale
and nervous besi de

Grayson, her husband, who | ooked every bit the cotton
farmer he was in his

overalls and dusty boots. H's angul ar face was weat hered
W th creases. David,

Jane’ s youngest brother, stood beside themwth his arm
around his wfe, Lynn.

At the sight of us, Kate ran forward, tears already

begi nning to spill down her
cheeks. She and Jane imediately fell into each other’s
ar Is.

“What happened?” Jane asked, her face taut with fear. “How
is he?”

Kate’'s voice cracked. “He fell near the pond. No one saw
It happen, but he was

barely conscious when the nurse found him She said he hit
his head. The



anbul ance brought himin about twenty m nutes ago, and Dr.
Barnwell is with him

now,” Kate said. “That’s all we know. ”

Jane seened to sag in her sister’s arns. Neither David nor
Grayson coul d | ook at

them both of their nouths were set into straight |ines.
Lynn stood wth her

arns crossed, rocking back and forth on her heels.

“When can we see hin®?”

Kat e shook her head. “I don’t know. The nurses out here
keep telling us to wait

for Dr. Barnwell or one of the other nurses. | guess
they' Il let us know”

“But he’s going to be okay, right?”
When Kate didn't answer inmediately, Jane inhaled sharply.

“He’s going to be okay,” Jane said.

“Ch, Jane . . .” Kate squeezed her eyes shut. “l don’t
know. Nobody knows

anyt hi ng.”

For a nonent, they sinply clung to each other.

“Where’'s Jeff?” Jane asked, referring to their m ssing
sibling. “He’s com ng,

ri ght?”

“I finally got hold of him” David informed her. “He’'s
st oppi ng by the house to

pi ck up Debbie, then he's com ng straight here.”

David joined his sisters, the three of them huddling
together as if trying to

pool the strength they knew they m ght need.

A nmonent later, Jeff and Debbie arrived. Jeff joined his
si blings and was

qui ckly updated on the situation, his drawn face
expressing the sane dread

reflected on their faces.

As the m nutes dragged by, we separated into two groups:
t he progeny of Noah and

Allie and their spouses. Though | |ove Noah and Jane was
ny wife, I"ve cone to

| earn that there are tines when Jane needed her siblings
nore than ne. Jane

woul d need nme | ater, but now was not the tine.

Lynn, G ayson, Debbie, and | had been through this

bef ore—+n the spring when

Noah had his stroke, and when Allie died, and when Noah



had a heart attack six

years ago. While their group had its rituals, including
hugs and prayer circles

and anxi ous questions repeated over and over, ours was
nore stoic. Grayson, like

me, has al ways been qui et. When nervous, he pushes his
hands into his pocket and

jingles his keys. Lynn and Debbi e—while they accepted that
David and Jeff needed

their sisters at tinmes |like these—seened | ost when cri ses
arose, unsure what to

do other than stay out of the way and keep their voices
down. |, on the other

hand, always found nyself searching for practical ways to
hel p—an effective

nmeans of keeping ny enotions in check.

Noticing that the line at the intake desk had cl eared,
headed over. A nonent

| ater, the nurse | ooked up frombehind a tall stack of
fornms. Her expression was

frazzl ed.
“Can | help you?”
“Yes,” | said. “I was wondering if you had any nore

I nformati on about Noah

Cal houn. He was brought in about half an hour ago.”

“Has the doctor conme out to see you yet?”

“No. But the whole famly is here now, and they're pretty

upset.”

| nodded toward them and saw the nurse’s gaze foll ow m ne.
“I"’msure the doctor or one of the nurses will be out
shortly.”

“l know. But is there any way you could find out when we
m ght be able to see
our father? Or whether he's going to be okay?”

For a nmonent, | wasn’t sure she would help ne, but when
her gaze turned toward
the famly again, | heard her exhale.

“Just give ne a few mnutes to process sone of these
forms. Then I’'Il see what |

can find out, okay?”

Grayson joined ne at the desk, hands in his pockets. “You
hol di n” up okay?”

“Trying,” | said.

He nodded again, keys jingling.



“I"’'mgoing to sit,” he said after a few seconds. “Wo
knows how | ong we’ re goi ng

to be here.”

W both took a seat in the chairs behind the siblings. A
few m nutes |later, Anna

and Keith arrived. Anna joined the huddle, while Keith sat
next to ne. Dressed

I n bl ack, Anna already | ooked as though she’'d cone from a
funeral .

Waiting is always the worst part of a crisis like this,
and |’ ve cone to despise

hospitals for this very reason. Nothing is happening, yet
the mind whirls with

ever darkening i mages, subconsciously preparing for the
worst. In the tense

silence, | could hear ny own heart beating, and ny throat
was strangely dry.

| noticed that the intake nurse was no | onger at her desk,
and | hoped she’'d

gone to check on Noah. Fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw
Jane appr oachi ng.

Standing fromny seat, | raised ny arm letting her |ean
into me.

“I hate this,” she said.

“l know you do. | hate it, too.”

Behi nd us, a young couple with three crying children
entered the energency room

W noved over to nake roomfor themto pass, and when they
reached the desk,

saw the nurse energe fromthe back. She held up a finger
signaling the couple to

wait and headed toward us.

“He’ s consci ous now,” she announced, “but he's still a
little woozy. His vital
signs are good. W'll probably be noving himto a roomin

an hour or so.”

“So he’s going to be okay?”

“They’re not planning to nove himto intensive care, if
that’s what you're

asking,” she hedged. “He’'ll probably have to stay in the
hospital for a few days

of observation.”

There was a collective murrmur of relief at her words.
“Can we see hi m now?” Jane pressed.



“We can’t have all of you back there at once. There’s not
enough room for

everyone, and the doctor thinks it would be best if you
let himrest a bit. The

doctor said that one of you could go back there now, as

| ong as you don’t visit

too long.”

It seened obvious that either Kate or Jane would go, but
bef ore any of us could

speak, the nurse continued.

“Whi ch one of you is WIlson Lew s?” she asked.

“I am” | said.

“Way don’t you cone with nme? They’'re getting ready to hook
up an 1V, and you

shoul d probably see himbefore he starts getting sl eepy.”
| felt nmy famly' s eyes drift to ne. | thought | knew why
he wanted to see ne,

but I held up ny hands to ward off the possibility.

“1 know I’ mthe one who tal ked to you, but maybe Jane or
Kat e should go,” |

suggested. “They’'re his daughters. O maybe David or
Jeff.”

The nurse shook her head.

“He asked to see you. He made it very clear that you
shoul d be the one to see

himfirst.”

Though Jane smiled briefly, | sawin her smle what | felt
fromthe others.

Curiosity, of course. And surprise as well. But from Jane,

what | suppose |

sensed nost of all was a sort of subtle betrayal, as if
she knew exactly why

he’ d chosen ne.

Noah was lying in bed with two tubes in his arns and
hooked up to a nachi ne that

broadcast the steady rhythmof his heart. His eyes were
hal f-cl osed, but he

rotated his head on the pillow when the nurse pulled the
curtain cl osed behi nd

us. | heard the nurse’s steps fade away, | eaving us al one.
He | ooked too small for the bed, and his face was paper
white. | took a seat in

the chair beside him

“Hel | o, Noah.”



“Hell o, WIlson,” he said shakily. “Thanks for dropping
by.”

“You doi ng okay?”

“Coul d be better,” he said. He offered a ghost of a smle.
“Coul d be worse,

t hough, too.”

| reached for his hand. “Wat happened?”

“Aroot,” he said. “Been by it a thousand tines, but it

j unmped up and grabbed ny

foot this tine.”

“And you hit your head?”

“My head, ny body. Everything. Landed |like a potato sack,
but not hing’ s broke,

t hank goodness. I'mjust a little dizzy. The doctor said |
shoul d be up and
around in a couple of days. | said good, because |I’'ve got

a weddi ng this weekend
| have to go to.”
“Don’t worry about that. You just worry about getting

heal t hy.”

“I"l'l be fine. I've still got sone tine left in nme. ”
“You better.”

“So how are Kate and Jane? Worried sick, 'l bet.”

“W're all worried. Me included.”

“Yeah, but you don’t ook at ne with those sorrowful eyes
and practically cry

every time | munbl e sonet hing.”

“l do that when you’'re not | ooking.”

He smled. “Not |like they do. Odds are one of themw || be
with ne around the

clock for the next couple of days, tucking in ny blankets
and adjusting ny bed

and fluffing my pillows. They're |like nother hens. | know
they nean wel |, but

all that hovering is enough to drive ne crazy. The | ast
time | was in the

hospital, | don't think | was alone for nore than a
mnute. | couldn’t even go

to the bat hroom w t hout one of them | eading the way, and
then waiting outside

the door for nme to finish.”

“You needed hel p. You couldn’t wal k on your own,

r emenber ?”

“A man still needs his dignity.”



| squeezed his hand. “You' |l always be the nost dignified
man |’ ve ever known.”

Noah held ny gaze, his expression softening. “They’'re
going to be all over ne as

soon as they see ne, you know. Hovering and fussing, just
i ke always.” Hi s

smled mschievously. “lI mght have a little fun with

" em ”

“Go easy, Noah. They're just doing it because they |ove
you.”

“I know. But they don’'t have to treat nme like a child.”
“They won’t.”

“They will. So when the tinme cones, why don’'t you tel
them that you think I

m ght need sone rest, okay? If | say |I'"mgetting tired,
they' Il just start

worrying again.”

| smled. “WII do.”

For a nonment, we sat w thout speaking. The heart nachi ne
beeped steadily,

soothing in its nonotony.

“Do you know why | asked for you to conme back here instead
of one of the kids?”

he asked.

Despite nyself, | nodded. “You want ne to go to Creekside,
right? To feed the

swan like |I did last spring?”

“Wul d you m nd?”

“Not at all. 1'd be glad to help.”

He paused, his tired expression inploring ne. “You know I
couldn’t have asked

you if the others were in the room They get upset at the
very nention of it.

They think it means I'mlosing ny mnd.”

“I know.”

“But you know better, don’t you, WIson?”

“Yes.”

“Because you believe it, too. She was there when | woke
up, you know. She was

standi ng over ne, making sure that | was okay, and the
nurse had to shoo her

away. She stayed with ne the whole tine.”

| knew what he wanted ne to say, but | couldn’'t seemto
find the words he wanted



to hear. Instead | smled. “Wnder Bread,” | said. “Four
pi eces in the norning

and three pieces in the afternoon, right?”

Noah squeezed ny hand, forcing ne to | ook at hi m again.
“You do believe ne, don’'t you, WIson?”

| was silent. Since Noah understood ne better than anyone,
| knew I couldn’t

hide the truth. “l don’'t know,” | said at |ast.

At ny answer, | could see the disappointnent in his eyes.
An hour |ater, Noah was noved to a roomon the second
floor, where the famly

joined himat |ast.

Jane and Kate entered the room nunbling, “OCh, Daddy,” in
chorus. Lynn and

Debbi e foll owed next, while David and Jeff npved to the
far side of the bed.

Grayson stood at the foot of the bed, while |I remained in
t he backgr ound.

As Noah predicted, they hovered over him They reached for
hi s hand, adjusted

the covers, raised the head of the bed. Scrutinized him
touched him fawned

over him hugged and kissed him Al of them fussing and
peppering himwth

questi ons.

Jeff spoke up first. “Are you sure you're okay? The doctor
said you took a nasty

fall.”

“I"'’'mfine. |I’ve got a bunp on ny head, but other than
that, I"'mjust alittle

tired.”

“l was scared to death,” Jane declared. “But |I'’mso gl ad
you’' re okay.”

“Me too,” David joined in.

“You shoul dn’t have been out there alone if you were
feeling dizzy,” Kate

scol ded. “Next tine, just wait there until soneone cones
to get you. They'll

come and find you.”

“They did anyway,” Noah sai d.

Jane reached behind his head and fluffed his pillows. “You
weren’'t out there

that long, were you? | can’'t bear to think that no one
found you right away.”



Noah shook his head. “No nore than a couple of hours, |I'd
guess.”

“A coupl e of hours!” Jane and Kate exclainmed. They froze,
exchanging horrified

| ooks.

“Maybe a little longer. Hard to tell because the clouds
wer e bl ocking the sun.”

“Longer ?” Jane asked. Her hands were clenched into fists.

“And | was wet, too. | guess it nust have rained on ne. O
maybe the sprinklers
cane on.”

“You could have died out there!” Kate cri ed.

“Ch, it wasn’t so bad. Alittle water never hurt anyone.
The worst part was the

raccoon when | finally came to. Wth the way he kept
staring at ne, | thought he

m ght be rabid. Then he cane at ne.”

“You were attacked by a raccoon?” Jane | ooked as though
she m ght faint.

“Not really attacked. | fought himoff before he could
bite ne.”

“I't tried to bite you!” Kate cri ed.

“Ch, it’s no big deal. 1’'ve fought off raccoons before.”
Kate and Jane stared at each other with shell-shocked
expressions, then turned

toward their siblings. Appalled silence reigned before
Noah finally smled. He

pointed his finger at them and w nked. “CGotcha.”

| brought a hand to ny nouth, trying to stifle a chuckl e.
Of to the side, |

coul d see Anna doing her best to keep a straight face.
“Don’t tease us |like that!” Kate snapped, tapping the side
of the bed.

“Yeah, Daddy, that’s not nice,” Jane added.

Noah’s eyes creased with anmusenent. “Had to. You set
yourselves up for it. But

just to let you know, they found ne within a couple of
mnutes. And I'mfine. |

offered to drive to the hospital, but they nade ne take
t he anbul ance.”

“You can’t drive. You don’t even have a valid |license
anynore.”

“It doesn’t nean that |’'ve forgotten how And the car’s
still inthe lot.”



Though they said nothing, | could see Jane and Kate
mental ly planning to renove

hi s keys.

Jeff cleared his throat. “I was thinking that maybe we
shoul d get you one of

those wist alarns. So if it happens again, you can get
hel p right away.”

“Don’t need one. | just tripped over a root. Wuldn't have
had time to press the

button on the way down. And when | cane to, the nurse was
al ready there.”

“1"1l1 have a talk with the director,” David said. “And if
he doesn’t take care

of that root, I wll. I'Il chop it out nyself.”

“I"I'l give you a hand,” Grayson chined in.

“I't not his fault I’"mgetting clunmsy in ny old age. 1’1
be up and around in a

day or so, and good as new by the weekend.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Anna said. “Just get better,
okay?”

“And take it easy,” Kate urged. “We're worried about you.”
“Scared to death,” Jane repeat ed.

Cluck, cluck, cluck. |I smled inwardly. Noah was
ri ght—+they were all nother
hens.

“I"l'l be fine,” Noah insisted. “And don’t you go canceling
t hat weddi ng on ny

account. I'mlooking forward to going, and | don’t want
you to think a bunp on

ny head is enough to keep ne from being there.”

“That’s not inportant right now, "’ Jeff said.

“He’s right, Ganpa,” Anna said.

“And don’t postpone it, either,” Noah added.

“Don’t talk like that, Daddy,” Kate said. “You' re going to
stay here as long as

it takes for you to get better.”

“1"Il be fine. I just want you to promse that it’'s stil
on. |’ve been | ooking

forward to this.”

“Don’t be stubborn,” Jane pl eaded.

“How many tinmes do | have to tell you? This is inportant
to nme. It’'s not every

day that a weddi ng happens around here.” Recogni zi ng t hat
he was getting nowhere



wi th his daughters, he sought out Anna. “You understand
what | nean, don’t you,

Anna?”

Anna hesitated. In the silence, her eyes flicked toward ne
before returning to

Noah. “OF course | do, G anpa.”

“Then you’ Il go ahead with it, won't you?”

Instinctively she reached for Keith's hand.

“I'f that’s what you want,” she said sinply.

Noah smled, visibly relieved. “Thank you,” he whi sper ed.
Jane adjusted his blanket. “Wl Il then, you' re going to
have to take care of

yourself this week,” she said. “And be nore careful in the
future.”

“Don’t worry, Dad,” David prom sed, “I’Il have that root
gone by the tine you
get back.”

The di scussion returned to how Noah had fallen, and |
suddenly realized what had

been | eft out of the conversation thus far. Not one of
them | noticed, was

willing to nention the reason he’d been at the pond in the
first place.

But then again, none of themever wanted to tal k about the
swan.

Noah told ne about the swan a little less than five years
ago. Allie had been

gone for a nonth, and Noah had seened to be aging at an
accelerated rate. He

seldomleft his room even to read poetry to others.

I nstead, he sat at his

desk, reading the letters that he and Allie had witten to
each ot her over the

years or thunbing through his copy of Leaves of G ass.

We did our best to get himout of his room of course, and
| suppose it’s ironic

that | was the one who brought himto the bench by the
pond. That norning was

the first tine we saw t he swan

| can’t say | knew what Noah was thinking, and he
certainly gave no indication

at the tine that he read anything significant into it at
all. | do renenber that

the swan floated toward us, as if looking for sonething to



eat .
“Shoul d have brought sone bread,” Noah renarked.

“Next time we will,” | agreed in a perfunctory way.

When | visited two days later, | was surprised not to find
Noah in his room The

nurse told nme where he was. At the pond, | found him

seated on the bench. Beside

hi mwas a single piece of Wonder Bread. Wen | approached,
the swan seened to

wat ch nme, but even then it showed no fear.

“I't looks like you ve made yourself a friend,” |
comrent ed.

“Looks that way,” he said.

“Wonder Bread?” | asked.

“She seens to like it the best.”

“How do you know it’'s a she?”

Noah smled. “l just know,” he said, and that was how it
began.

Since then he has fed the swan regularly, visiting the
pond in all kinds of

weat her. He has sat in the rain and the sweltering heat,
and as the years

passed, he began spending nore and nore tinme on the bench,
wat chi ng and

whi spering to the swan. Now, full days can pass when he
never | eaves the bench

at all.

A few nonths after his first encounter with the swan,
asked hi m why he spent

so nuch time at the pond. | assunmed he found it peaceful
or that he enjoyed

tal king to soneone—er sonethi ng—wi t hout expecting a

response.
“l cone here because she wants ne to.”
“The swan?” | asked.

“No,” he said. “Allie.”

My insides tightened at the sound of her nane, but |
didn’t know what he neant.

“Allie wants you feed the swan?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

Wth a sigh, he | ooked up at nme. “It’s her,’
“Who?”
“The swan,

he sai d.

he sai d.



| shook ny head uncertainly. “lI’mnot sure what you' re
trying to say.”

“Allie,” he repeated. “She found a way to cone back to ne,
just like she

prom sed she would. All | had to do was find her.”

This is what the doctors nean when they say Noah is

del usi onal .

W stayed at the hospital another thirty mnutes. Dr.

Bar nwel | prom sed to cal

us with an update after he made his rounds the follow ng
nor ni ng. He was cl ose

to our famly, |ooking after Noah as he would his own
father. We trusted him

conpletely. As I'd prom sed, | suggested to the famly

t hat Noah seened to be

getting tired and that it m ght be best for himto rest.
On our way out, we

arranged to visit himin shifts, then hugged and kissed in
the parking lot. A

noment |ater, Jane and | were alone, watching the others
| eave.

| could see the weariness in Jane’s unfocused gaze and
saggi ng posture and felt

it myself.
“You doi ng okay?” | asked.
“I think so.” She sighed. “I know he seens to be fine, but

he doesn’t seemto

understand that he’s alnbst ninety. He’'s not going to be
up and around as fast
as he thinks he wll.’
and | guessed that she

was worrying about the wedding plans as well.

“You’ re not thinking of asking Anna to postpone the
weddi ng, are you? After what

She cl osed her eyes for a nonent,

Noah sai d?”

Jane shook her head. “I would have tried, but he was so
adamant. | just hope

that he’s not insisting on it because he knows . "

She trailed off. I knew exactly what she was going to say.

“Because he knows he doesn’t have nuch | onger,” she went
on. “And that this is

going to be his last big event, you know?”

“He doesn’t believe that. He still has nore than a few

years left.”



“You sound so sure of that.”

“l amsure. For his age, he’'s actually doing well.
Especially conpared to the

others his age at Creekside. They barely |l eave their
roons, and all they do is

wat ch tel evision.”

“Yeah, and all he does is go to the pond to see that
stupid swan. Like that’'s

any better.”

“I't makes hi m happy,” | pointed out.

“But it’s wong,” she said fiercely. “Can’t you see that?
Monmi s gone. That swan

has nothing to do with her.”

| didn’t know how to respond, so | stayed quiet.

“I mean, it’'s crazy,” she continued. “Feeding it is one
t hi ng. But thinking that

Monis spirit has sonmehow cone back doesn’t nake any
sense.” She crossed her

arns. “l’ve heard himtalking to it, you know. Wien | go
to see him He's having

a reqgul ar conversation, as if he honestly believes the
swan can under stand hi m

Kat e and David have caught himdoing it, too. And | know
you’' ve heard him”

She | evel ed an accusing stare.

“Yes,” | admtted, “lI’ve heard him too.”
“And it doesn’t bother you?”
| shifted ny weight fromone foot to the other. “I think,”

| said carefully,
“that right now, Noah needs to believe that it’'s
possi bl e.”

“But why?”
“Because he | oves her. He m sses her.”
At ny words, | saw her jaw quiver. “l do, too,” she said.

Even as she said the words, we both knew it wasn't the
sare.

Despite our weariness, neither of us could face the
prospect of going straight

home after the ordeal at the hospital. Wen Jane decl ared
suddenly that she was

“starving,” we decided to stop at the Chelsea for a late
di nner.

Even before we entered, | could hear the sounds of John
Pet erson at the piano



I nside. Back in town for a few weeks, he played each
weekend; on weekdays,

however, John sonetines showed up unexpectedly. Toni ght
was such a night, the

tabl es surrounding the piano crowded, the bar packed with
peopl e.

W were seated upstairs, away fromthe nusic and the
crowd, where only a few

ot her tables were occupi ed. Jane surprised ne by ordering
a second gl ass of w ne

with her entrée, and it seenmed to ease sone of the tension
of the past several

hours.

“What did Daddy say to you when you two were al one?” Jane
asked, carefully

pi cking a bone out of her fish.

“Not much,” | answered. “l asked hi m how he was doi ng,
what happened. For the

nost part, it wasn’'t any different fromwhat you heard

| ater.”

She rai sed an eyebrow. “For the nost part? What el se did
he say?”

“Do you really want to know?”

She laid her silverware down. “He asked you to feed the
swan again, didn’t he.”

13 YeS. ”
“Are you going to?”
“Yes,” | said, but seeing her expression, | went on

qui ckly, “but before you get

upset, renenber that |'’mnot doing it because I think it’s
Allie. I'"'mdoing it

because he asked, and because | don’t want the swan to
starve to death. It’s

probably forgotten how to forage on its own.”

She | ooked at ne skeptically.

“Mom hat ed Wonder Bread, you know. She woul d never have
eaten it. She liked to

make her own.”

Luckily, the approach of our waiter saved nme from further
di scussion of this

topi c. When he asked how we were enjoying our entrées,
Jane suddenly asked if

t hese di shes were on the catering nenu.

At her question, a |ook of recognition crossed his



f eat ures.

“Are you the folks throw ng the weddi ng?” he asked. “At
the ol d Cal houn pl ace

this weekend?”

“Yes, we are,” Jane said, beam ng.

“I thought so. | think half the crewis working that

event.” The waiter grinned.
“Well, it’s great to neet you. Let ne refill your drinks,
and I’ bring the

full catering nmenu when | cone back.”

As soon as he'd left, Jane | eaned across the table.

“l guess that answers one of ny questions. About the
service, | nean.”

“l told you not to worry.”

She drained the |ast of her wine. “So are they going to
set up a tent? Since

we' re eating outside?”

“Why don’t we use the house?” | volunteered. “I"mgoing to
be out there anyway

when the | andscapers cone, so why don’'t | try to get a

cl eaning crew out there

to get it ready? W’ ve got a few days—+'msure | can find
soneone.”

“W'll give it atry, | guess,” she said slowy, and |
knew she was t hi nki ng of

the last tinme she’d been inside. “You know it'll be pretty
dusty, though. I

don’t think anyone’s cleaned it in years.”

“True, but it’s only cleaning. I’'Il make sone calls. Let
me see what | can do,”

| urged.

“You keep saying that.”

“l keep having to do things,” | countered, and she |aughed
good- nat ur edl y.

Through the wi ndow over her shoulder, | could see ny
office and noticed that the

light in Saxon’s wi ndow was on. No doubt he was there on
urgent business, for

Saxon sel dom stayed | ate. Jane caught ne staring.

“M ssing work al ready?” she asked.

“No,” | said. “lIt’s nice to be away fromit for a while.”
She eyed ne carefully. “Do you really nean that?”
“OF course.” | tugged at ny polo shirt. “It’s nice not to

al ways have to put on



a suit during the week.”

“I"l'l bet you' ve forgotten what that’s |ike, haven't you.
You haven’t taken a

| ong vacation in . . . what? Ei ght years?”

“I't hasn’t been that long.”

After a nonent, she nodded. “You' ve taken a few days here
and there, but the

| ast tinme you actually took a week off was in 1995. Don’t
you remenber? When we

took all the kids to Florida? It was right after Joseph
graduat ed from high

school .”

She was right, | realized, but what | once regarded as a
virtue, | now

considered a fault.

“I"'msorry,” | said.

“For what ?”

“For not taking nore vacations. That wasn’t fair to you or
the famly. | should

have tried to do nore wwth you and the kids than | did.”
“I't’s fine,” she said with a wave of her fork, “no big
deal .”

“Yes, it is,” | said. Though she had | ong since grown used
to ny dedication at

the office and now accepted it as part of ny character,
knew it had al ways

been a sore spot with her. Knowi ng that | had her
attention, | went on.

“I't’s always been a big deal,” | continued. “But |’ m not
sorry only about that.
|’ msorry about all of it. I"'msorry for letting work

interfere wwth all the

ot her events | m ssed when the kids were growi ng up. Like

some of their birthday

parties. | can’'t even renmenber how many | m ssed because |
had | ate neeti ngs

that | refused to reschedule. And everything el se |

m ssed—the vol | eybal | ganes

and track neets, piano concerts, school plays . . . It's a
wonder that the kids

have forgiven ne, let alone seemto |ike ne.”

She nodded in acknow edgnent but said nothing. Then again,
t here was not hi ng she

could say. | took a deep breath and pl unged on.



“1 know | haven’t always been the best husband, either,” |
said quietly.

“Sonetimes | wonder why you’ve put up with ne for as |ong
as you have.”

At that, her eyebrows rose.

“I know you spent too many eveni ngs and weekends al one,
and | put all the

responsibility for child rearing on you. That wasn't fair
to you. And even when

you told nme that what you wanted nore than anything was to
spend time with ne, |

didn't listen. Like for your thirtieth birthday.” |
paused, letting ny words

sink in. Across the table, | watched Jane’s eyes flash
with the nmenory. It was

one of the many m stakes |I'd nade in the past that |1'd
tried to forget.

What she’ d asked for back then had been quite sinple:
Overwhel ned wth the new

burdens of notherhood, she’d wanted to feel |ike a woman
again, at least for an

eveni ng, and had dropped various hints in advance about
what such a romantic

evening mght entail —lothes |aid out on the bed for her,
flowers, a |linousine

to whisk us to a quiet restaurant, a table with a lovely
Vi ew, qui et

conversation without worrying that she had to rush hone.
Even back then, | knew

It was inportant to her, and | renmenber nmaking a note to
do everything she

want ed. However, | got so enbroiled in sone nessy
proceedings relating to a

| arge estate that her birthday arrived before | could nake
t he arrangenents.

Instead, at the last mnute |I had ny secretary pick out a
stylish tennis

bracel et, and on the way hone, | convinced nyself that
because it had been

expensive, she would regard it as equally special. Wen
she unwrapped it, |

prom sed that |1'd nake the necessary plans for a wonderful
eveni ng together, an

eveni ng even better than the one she’'d described. In the



end, it was another in

a long line of promses that | ended up breaking, and in
hi ndsi ght, | think Jane

realized it as soon as | said it.

Feeling the weight of |ost opportunity, | didn’t continue.
| rubbed ny forehead

in the silence. | pushed ny plate aside, and as the past
sped by in a series of

di sheartening nenories, | felt Jane’s eyes on ne.

Sur prising ne, however, she

reached across the table and touched ny hand.

“WIlson? Are you okay?” There was a note of tender concern
I n her voice that |

didn’t quite recogni ze.

| nodded. “Yes.”

“Can | ask you a question?”

“OF course.”

“Why all the regrets tonight? Was it sonething that Daddy
sai d?”

“No. "

“Then what nade you bring it up?”

“I don’t know . . . maybe it’s the wedding.” | gave a

hal f hearted smle. “But

| ve been thinking about those things a | ot these days.”
“It doesn’t sound |like sonething you d do.”

“No, it doesn’t,” | admtted. “But it’'s still true.”
Jane cocked her head. “lI haven’t been perfect, either, you
know. ”

“You’' ve been a lot closer than |I’'ve been.”

“That’s true,” she said with a shrug.

| | aughed despite nyself, feeling the tension ease a
little.

“And yes, you have worked a lot,” she went on. “Probably
too nuch. But | al ways

knew you were doing it because you wanted to provide for
our famly. There's a

lot to be said for that, and | was able to stay hone and
rai se the kids because

of it. That was always inportant to ne.”

| smled, thinking about her words and the forgiveness |
heard in them | was a

| ucky man, | thought, and | | eaned across the table.
“You know what el se |I’ve been thinking about?” | asked.
“I's there nore?”



“I was trying to figure out why you nmarried nme in the
first place.”

Her expression softened. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. |
woul dn’t have marri ed

you unless | wanted to.”

“Why did you marry ne?”

“Because | | oved you.”

“But why?”

“There were a | ot of reasons.”

“Li ke what ?”

“You want specifics?”

“Hunmor ne. | just told you all nmy secrets.”

She smiled at ny insistence.

“All right. Way | married you . . . Well, you were honest

and har dwor ki ng and

kind. You were polite and patient, and nore nmature than
any guy |’ d dated

before. And when we were together, you listened in a way
that made ne feel like

| was the only woman in the world. You nade ne feel

conpl ete, and spending tine

Wi th you just seened right.”

She hesitated for a nonent. “But it wasn't just about ny
feelings. The nore |

got to know you, the nore | was certain that you' d do
whatever it took to

provide for your famly. That was inportant to ne. You
have to understand that

back then, a |ot of people our age wanted to change the
wor |l d. Even though it’s

a noble idea, I knew | wanted sonething nore traditional
| wanted a famly |ike

nmy parents had, and | wanted to concentrate on ny little
corner of the world. |

want ed soneone who wanted to marry a wi fe and not her, and
someone who woul d

respect ny choice.”

“And have |7?”
“For the nost part.”
| | aughed. “I notice you didn't nmention ny dashi ng good

| ooks or dazzling

personality.”

“You wanted the truth, right?” she teased.

| |aughed again, and she squeezed ny hand. “l’ m just



ki ddi ng. Back then, | used

to |l ove how you | ooked in the nornings, right after you
put on your suit. You

were tall and trim a young go-getter out to nmake a good
life for us. You were

very attractive.”

Her words warned ne. For the next hour—while we perused
the catering nenu over

coffee and listened to the nusic floating up from
downstairs—+ noticed her eyes

occasionally on ny face in a way that felt al nost

unfam liar. The effect was

qui etly dizzying. Perhaps she was renenbering the reasons
she’d married ne, just

as she’d related themto nme. And though |I couldn’t be
absol utely certain, her

expression as she gazed at ne nmade ne believe that every
now and then, she was

still glad that she had.

Chapter Ten

On Tuesday norning, | woke before dawn and slid out of
bed, doing ny best not to

wake Jane. After dressing, | slipped through the front

door. The sky was bl ack;

even the birds hadn’t begun to stir, but the tenperature
was mld, and the

asphalt was slick froma shower that had passed through

t he ni ght before.

Already | could feel the first hint of the day s com ng
humdity, and | was gl ad

to be out early.

| settled into an easy pace at first, then gradually

gui ckened ny stride as ny

body began to warm up. Over the past year, |’'d cone to
enj oy these wal ks nore

than | thought I would. Oiginally, | figured that once
|"d [ ost the weight that

| wanted, |’'d cut back, but instead | added a bit of

di stance to ny wal ks and

made a point of noting the tinmes of both ny departure and
ny return.

| had conme to crave the quiet of the nornings. There were
few cars out at this



hour, and ny senses seened hei ghtened. | could hear ny
breath, feel the pressure

as nmy feet noved over the asphalt, watch the dawn as it
unf ol ded—at first a

faint Iight on the horizon, an orange gl ow over the
treetops, then the steady

di spl acenent of bl ack by gray. Even on dreary nornings,
found nmysel f | ooking

forward to nmy wal ks and wondering why |’ d never exercised
i ke this before.

My wal k usually took forty-five mnutes, and toward the
end, | slowed ny pace to

catch ny breath. There was a thin sheen of sweat on ny
forehead, but it felt

good. Noticing the kitchen |ight at nmy house was al ready
on, | turned into our

driveway with an eager snile.

As soon as | pushed through the front door, | caught the
aroma of bacon wafting

fromthe kitchen, a scent that rem nded ne of our earlier
life. When there were

children in the house, Jane usually prepared a famly

br eakfast, but our

differing schedules in recent years had brought themto an
end. It was yet

anot her change that had sonehow overtaken our

rel ati onshi p.

Jane poked her head around the corner as | padded through
the living room She

was al ready dressed and wearing an apron.

“How d your wal k go?” she asked.

“l felt pretty good,” | said, “for an old guy, that is.” |
joined her in the

kitchen. “You' re up early.”

“l heard you | eave the bedroom” she said, “and since |
knew t here was no way

I’d fall asleep again, | decided to get up. Want a cup of
cof fee?”

“I think | need sone water first,” | said. “What’s for

br eakf ast ?”

“Bacon and eggs,” she said, reaching for a glass. “l hope
you' re hungry. Even

t hough we ate so late last night, | was still hungry when

| got up.” She filled



the glass fromthe tap and handed it to ne. “Mist be

nerves,” she said with a
grin.
As | took the glass, | felt her fingers brush m ne.

Perhaps it was just ny

| magi nati on, but her gaze seened to linger on ne a little
| onger than usual.

“Let nme go shower and throw on sone clean clothes,” |
said. “How nmuch | onger

till breakfast is ready?”

“You’ve got a few mnutes,” she said. “I’'I|l get the toast
goi ng.”

By the time | canme back downstairs, Jane was al ready
serving up at the table. |

sat next to her.

“l’ve been thinking about whether or not to stay

overni ght,” she said.

“And?”

“I't’ll depend on what Dr. Barnwell says when he calls. If
he t hi nks Daddy’ s

doing well, | mght as well head on to G eensboro. If we
don’t find a dress,

that is. OGherwise I'l|l just have to nake the drive

t onorrow anyway. But 1’1

have ny cell phone in case anythi ng happens.”

| crunched on a piece of bacon. “I don’t think you'll need
it. Had he taken a

turn for the worse, Dr. Barnwell would have called

al ready. You know how nuch he

cares for Noah.”

“I"'mstill going to wait until | talk to him though.”

“Of course. And as soon as visiting hours start, |I'I|l head
in to see Noah.”

“He’ Il be grouchy, you know. He hates hospitals.”

“Who doesn’t? Unless you' re having a baby, | can’t inmagine
anyone |iking them”

She buttered her toast. “What are you thinking about doing
with the house? Do

you really think there'll be enough roomfor everyone?”

| nodded. “If we get the furniture out, there should be

pl enty of room |

figured we’'d just store it in the barn for a few days.”
“And you’' Il hire soneone to nove it all?”

“I'f I have to. But | don’t think I"lIl need to. The



| andscaper has a fairly large

crew comng. I'’msure he won't mnd if they take a few
mnutes to help ne.”

“I't’ll be kind of enpty, won't it?”

“Not once we have the tables inside. | was thinking of

setting up the buffet

line next to the wi ndows, and we can | eave an area open
for dancing right in

front of the fireplace.”

“What danci ng? W don’t have any nusic arranged.”
“Actual ly, that was on ny agenda for today. Along with
getting the cl eaners set

up and dropping off the nenu at the Chel sea, of course.
She tilted her head, scrutinizing ne. “You sound |ike
you' ve put a |ot of

t hought into this.”

“What do you think I was doing this norning while I was
wal ki ng?”

“Panti ng. Wheezing. The usual.”

| | aughed. “Hey, |I'’mactually getting in fairly good

shape. | passed soneone

t oday.”

“The old man in the wal ker agai n?”

“Ha, ha,” | said, but | was enjoying her high spirits. |

wondered if it had

anything to do with the way she’'d | ooked at ne the night
bef ore. \Watever the

reason, | knew | wasn’t imagining it. “Thanks for making
breakfast, by the way.”

“It’s the least | could do. Considering the fact that
you’' ve been such a big

hel p this week. And you' ve nmade di nner tw ce.”

“Yes,” | agreed, “l have been quite the saint.”

She | aughed. “I wouldn’'t go that far.”

“ NO?”

“No. But without your help, I would have been insane by
now. ”

“And hungry.”

She smled. “I need your opinion,” she said. “Wat do you

t hi nk about sonet hi ng

sl eevel ess for this weekend? Wth a cinched wai st and a
medi um train?”

| brought ny hand to ny chin and considered this. “Sounds
okay,” | said. “But I



think I"d | ook better in a tuxedo.”
She tossed ne a | ook of exasperation, and | raised ny
hands i n nock innocence.

“Ch, for Anna,” | said. Then, m m cking what Noah had
said, | went on, “l’"msure
she’ || be beautiful no nmatter what she wears.”

“But don’t you have an opi ni on?”
“I don’t even know what a cinched wai st is.
She sighed. “Men.”

“I know,” | said, imtating her sigh. “It’s a wonder how
we function in society
at all.”

Dr. Barnwell called the house a |little after eight. Noah
was fine, and they

expected to release himlater that day or, at the | atest,
the next. | breathed a

sigh of relief and put Jane on the phone. She |listened as
he went over the sane

I nformation. After hanging up, she called the hospital and
spoke to Noah, who

prodded her to go with Anna.

“Looks like | mght as well pack,” she said as she hung
up.

“Mght as well.”

“Hopefully, we’ll find sonething today.”

“But if not, just enjoy your time with the girls. This
only happens once.”

“We've still got two nore kids to go,” she said happily.
“This is only the

begi nni ng!”

| smled. “lI hope so.”

An hour |ater, Keith dropped Anna off at the house, snall
suitcase in hand. Jane

was still upstairs gathering her things, and | opened the
front door as Anna was

comng up the wal k. Surprise of surprises, she was dressed
I n bl ack.

“H , Daddy,” she said.

| stepped onto the porch. “Hey, sweetheart. How are you?”
Putti ng down her suitcase, she |leaned in and gave ne a
hug.

“I"'mfine,” she said. “This is actually a ot of fun. |
wasn’'t so sure about it

I n the beginning, but it’s been great so far. And Mnis



been having a blast. You

shoul d see her. | haven't seen her this excited in a |ong
tinme.”

“I"'mglad,” | said.

When she smiled, | was struck anew by how grown-up she

| ooked. Monents ago, it

seened, she'd been a little girl. Wiere had the tinme gone?
“l can’t wait for this weekend,” she whi spered.

“Neither can |.”

“WIl you have everything ready at the house?”

| nodded.

She peeked around. Seeing her expression, | already knew
what she was going to
ask.

“How are you and Mom doi ng?”

She’'d first asked ne this a few nonths after Leslie had
noved out; in the past

year, she’'d done so nore frequently, though never when
Jane was around. At first

|"d been puzzled; lately |I'd cone to expect it.

“Good,” | said.

This was, by the way, the answer | always gave, though I
knew t hat Anna didn’t

al ways bel i eve ne.

This tinme, however, she searched ny face, and then,
surprising ne, she leaned in

and hugged ne again. Her arns were tight around ny back.
“lI | ove you, Daddy,”

she whi spered. “I think you' re great.”

“lI love you, too, sweetheart.”

“Momis a lucky lady,” she said. “Don’t ever forget that.”
“Ckay,” Jane said as we stood in the drive. “l guess
that’s it.”

Anna was waiting in the car

“You'll call, right? | nmean, if anything cones up.”
“I promse,” | said. “And say hey to Leslie for ne.
As | opened the car door for her, | could already feel the
heat of the day

beari ng down on ne. The air was thick and heavy, naking
the homes up the street

| ook hazy. Another scorcher, | thought.

“Have a good tine today,” | said, mssing her already.
Jane nodded and took a step toward the open door. Watching
her, | knew she coul d



still turn the head of any nman. How had | becone

m ddl e-aged whil e the ravages

of time ignored her? | didn’t know and didn’'t care, and
before | could stop

them the words were al ready out.

“You' re beautiful,” | murnured.

Jane turned back with a | ook of faint surprise. By her
expression, | knew she

was trying to figure out whether she’d heard nme correctly.
| suppose | could

have waited for her to respond, but instead | did what was
once as natural to ne

as breathing. Mving close before she could turn away, |
ki ssed her gently, her

| i ps soft agai nst ny own.

This wasn’t |ike any of the other kisses we’d shared
recently, quick and

perfunctory, |ike acquaintances greeting each other. |
didn’t pull back and

neither did she, and the kiss took on a life of its own.
And when we finally

drew apart and | saw her expression, | knew with certainty
that 1'd done exactly

the right thing.

Chapter El even

| was still reliving the kiss in the driveway when | got
in the car to start ny

day. After swinging by the grocery store, | drove to
Creeksi de. Instead of

headi ng straight to the pond, however, | entered the

bui | ding and wal ked to

Noah’s room

As al ways, the snell of antiseptic filled the air.

Mul ticolored tiles and w de

corridors rem nded ne of the hospital, and as | passed the
entertai nnent room |

noticed that only a few of the tables and chairs were
occupi ed. Two nen were

pl ayi ng checkers in the corner, another few were watching
a television that had

been nounted on the wall. A nurse sat behind the main
desk, her head bent,

| npervious to ny presence.



The sounds of television followed ne as | nmade ny way down
the hall, and it was

arelief to enter Noah’s room Unlike so many of the
guests here, whose roons

seened | argely devoi d of anything personal, Noah had made
his roominto

sonmet hing he could call his own. A painting by Allie—a

fl oweri ng pond and garden

scene rem ni scent of Monet—-Aung on the wall above his
rocking chair. On the

shel ves stood dozens of pictures of the children and of

Al lie; others had been

tacked to the wall. H s cardigan sweater was draped over
t he edge of the bed,

and in the corner sat the battered rolltop desk that had
once occupied the far

wall of the famly roomin their honme. The desk had
originally been Noah's

father’s, and its age was reflected in the notches and
grooves and ink stains

fromthe fountain pens that Noah had al ways favor ed.

| knew that Noah sat here frequently in the evenings, for
in the drawers were

t he possessions he treasured above all else: the

hand- scri pt ed notebook in which

he’d nenorialized his |ove affair with Allie, his

| eat her - bound di ari es whose

pages were turning yellow with age, the hundreds of
letters he’d witten to

Allie over the years, and the |ast |etter she ever wote
to him There were

other itens, too—dried flowers and newspaper cli ppings
about Allie s shows,

special gifts fromthe children, the edition of Leaves of
Grass by Walt Witnman

t hat had been his conpani on throughout World War 1I1.
Perhaps | was exhibiting ny instincts as an estate | awer,
but | wondered what

woul d becone of the itens when Noah was finally gone. How
woul d it be possible

to distribute these things anong the children? The easi est
solution would be to

give everything to the children equally, but that posed
Its own problens. Wo,



for instance, would keep the notebook in their hone? Wose
drawer woul d house

the letters or his diaries? It was one thing to divide the
maj or assets, but how

was it possible to divide the heart?

The drawers were unl ocked. Although Noah woul d be back in
his roomin a day or

two, | searched themfor the itens he would want wth him
at the hospital,

tucki ng them under mnmy arm

Conpared to the air-conditioned building, the air outside
was stifling, and I

started to perspire imediately. The courtyard was enpty,
as al ways. Wal ki ng

al ong the gravel path, | |ooked for the root that had
caused Noah’s fall. It

took a nonent for nme to find it, at the base of a towering
magnolia tree; it

protruded across the path like a small snake stretching in
t he sun.

The bracki sh pond reflected the sky like a mrror, and for
a monment | wat ched

the clouds drifting slowy across the water. There was a
faint odor of brine as

| took ny seat. The swan appeared fromthe shallows at the
far end of the pond

and drifted toward ne.

| opened the | oaf of Wwnder Bread and tore the first piece
into small bits, the

way Noah al ways did. Tossing the first piece into the

wat er, | wondered whet her

he’d been telling the truth in the hospital. Had the swan
stayed with him

t hroughout his ordeal ? | had no doubt he saw t he swan when
he regai ned

consci ousness—the nurse who found himcould vouch for

t hat -but had the swan

wat ched over himthe whole tinme? Inpossible to know for
sure, but in nmy heart |

believed it.

| wasn’t willing, however, to nake the |eap that Noah had.
The swan, | told

nysel f, had stayed because Noah fed and cared for it; it
was nore |like a pet



than a creature of the wild. It had nothing to do with
Allie or her spirit. |

sinply couldn’t bring nyself to believe that such things
coul d happen.

The swan ignored the piece of bread I'd thrown to it;
Instead it sinply watched

me. Strange. When | tossed anot her piece, the swan gl anced
at it before sw nging

its head back in nmy direction.

“Eat,” | said, “l’ve got things to do.”

Beneath the surface, | could see the swan’s feet noving
slowy, just enough to

keep it in place.

“Cnon,” | urged under ny breath, “you ate for ne before.”
| threw a third piece into the water, |less than a few

i nches fromwhere the swan

floated. | heard the gentle tap as it hit the water.
Agai n, the swan made no

nove toward it.

“Aren’t you hungry?” | asked.

Behind ne, | heard the sprinklers cone on, spurting air
and water in a steady

rhythm | glanced over ny shoul der toward Noah's room but
t he wi ndow only

reflected the sun’s glare. Wndering what else to do, |
threw a fourth piece of

bread wi t hout | uck.

“He asked nme to cone here,” | said.

The swan straightened its neck and ruffled its w ngs. |
suddenly realized that |

was doing the sanme thing that provoked concern about Noah:
tal king to the swan

and pretending it could understand ne.

Pretending it was Allie?

O course not, | thought, pushing the voice away. People
tal ked to dogs and

cats, they talked to plants, they sonetines screaned at
sporting events on the

tel evi sion. Jane and Kate shouldn’t be so concerned, |
deci ded. Noah spent hours

here every day; if anything, they should worry if he
didn’t talk to the swan.

Then again, talking was one thing. Believing it was Allie
was anot her. And Noah



truly believed it.

The pieces of bread that |'d thrown were gone now.

Wat er | ogged, they’ d dissol ved

and sunk beneath the surface, but still the swan continued
to watch ne. | threw

yet anot her piece, and when the swan nade no nove toward
it, | glanced around to

make sure that no one el se was wat chi ng. Way not? |
finally decided, and with

that, | |eaned forward.

“He’s doing fine,” | said. “I saw himyesterday and tal ked
to the doctor this

norning. He'll be here tonorrow”

The swan seened to contenplate nmy words, and a nonent
|ater, | felt the hairs on

t he back of ny neck rise as the swan began to eat.

At the hospital, | thought |1'd entered the wong room

In all my years with Noah, |1’'d never seen hi mwatch

tel evision. Though he had

one in his honme, it had been primarily for the children
when t hey were young,

and by the time | canme into their lives, it was sel dom
turned on. Instead, nost

eveni ngs were spent on the porch, where stories were told.
Sonetines the famly

sang as Noah played guitar; other tinmes they sinply tal ked
over the hum of

crickets and cicadas. On cool er evenings, Noah would |ight
afire and the famly

woul d do the same things in the living room On other

ni ghts, each of them would

sinply curl up on the couch or in the rocking chairs to
read. For hours, the

only sounds were of pages turning as all escaped into a
different world, albeit

in proximty to one another.

It was a throwback to an earlier era, one that cherished
famly tinme above all,

and | | ooked forward to those evenings. They rem nded ne
of those nights with ny

father as he worked on his ships and nade ne realize that
while tel evision was

regarded as a formof escape, there was nothing cal mng or
peaceful about it.



Noah had al ways managed to avoid it. Until this norning.
Pushi ng open the door, | was assaulted by the noise of the
t el evi si on. Noah was

propped up in bed and staring at the screen. In nmy hand
were the itens 1'd

brought with ne from his desk.

“Hell o, Noah,” | said, but instead of responding with his
usual greeting, he

turned toward ne with a ook of incredulity.

“Cmnere,” he said, notioning toward nme, “you won't believe
what they’ re show ng

ri ght now ”
| noved into the room “What are you watchi ng?”
“l don’t know,” he said, still focused on the screen.

“Some kind of talk show I

t hought it would be |ike Johnny Carson, but it’s not. You
can’t imgi ne what

they' re tal ki ng about.”

My mnd i mediately conjured up a series of vul gar
prograns, the kind that

al ways made nme wonder how their producers could sleep at
ni ght. Sure enough, the

station was tuned to one of them | didn't need to know
the topic to know what

he’ d seen; for the nost part, they all featured the sane
di sgusting topics, told

as luridly as possible by guests whose single goal, it
seened, was to be on

tel evision, no matter how degraded they were nade to | ook.
“Why woul d you choose a show |ike that?”

“l didn't even know it was on,” he explained. “l was

| ooki ng for the news, then

there was a commercial, and this cane on. And when | saw
what was goi ng on, |

couldn’t help but watch. It was |ike staring at an
accident on the side of the

hi ghway. ”

| sat on the bed beside him “That bad?”

“Let’s just say | wouldn’t want to be young these days.
Soci ety’s goi ng downhi | |

fast, and I’mglad that I won’'t be around to see it
crash.”

| smled. “You re sounding your age, Noah.”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t nean |'’mwong.” He shook his



head and picked up the

renote. A nonent |later, the roomwas quiet.

| set down the itens |’'d brought fromhis room

“l thought you might Iike these to hel p you pass the tine.
Unl ess you' d rat her

wat ch tel evision, of course.”

H s face softened as he saw the stack of letters and

Whi tman’ s Leaves of G ass.

The pages of the book, thunmbed through a thousand tines,

| ooked al nost swol | en.

He ran his finger over the tattered cover. “You' re a good
man, W/ son,” he said.

“l take it you just went to the pond.”

“Four pieces in the norning,” | informed him

“How was she today?”

| shifted on the bed, wondering how to answer.

“I think she mssed you,” | offered at | ast.

He nodded, pleased. Shifting up straighter in the bed, he
asked, “So Jane’'s off

w th Anna?”

“They’'re probably still driving. They left an hour ago.”
“And Leslie?”

“She’s neeting themin Raleigh.”

“This is really going to be sonething,” he said. “The
weekend, | nean. How s

everything fromyour end? Wth the house?”

“So far, so good,” | started. “My hope is that it’'ll be
ready by Thursday, and
|"mpretty sure it wll be.”

“What' s on your agenda today?”

| told himwhat | planned, and when | finished, he

whi st| ed appreciatively.

“Sounds |ike you've got quite a bit on your plate,” he
sai d.

“l suppose,” | said. “But so far, |’ve been | ucky.”

“I"l'l say,” he said. “Except for ne, of course. My stunble
coul d have ruined

everything.”

“lI told you |I’ve been | ucky.”

He raised his chin slightly. “Wat about your

anni versary?” he asked.

My mnd flashed to the many hours |1'd spent preparing for
t he anni ver sary—al

t he phone calls, all the trips to the post office box and



various stores. |'d

wor ked on the gift during spare nonents in the office and
at lunchtinme and had

t hought 1 ong and hard about the best way to present it.
Everyone in the office

knew what |’ d planned, although they'd been sworn to
secrecy. More than that,

they' d been incredibly supportive; the gift was not

sonmet hing | coul d have put

t oget her al one.

“Thursday night,” | said. “It seens like it’'Il be the only
chance we get. She’'s

gone tonight, tonorrow she’'ll probably want to see you,
and on Friday, Joseph

and Leslie will be here. O course, Saturday’'s out for

obvi ous reasons.” |

paused. “l just hope she likes it.”

He smled. “I wouldn’t worry about it, WIson. You

couldn’t have picked a better

gift if you had all the noney in the world.”

“I hope you're right.”

“I am And | can’t imgine a better start to the weekend.”
The sincerity in his voice warned ne, and | was touched
that he seened so fond

of me, despite how different we were.

“You're the one who gave ne the idea,” | rem nded him
Noah shook his head. “No,” he said, “it was all you. Gfts
of the heart can’t be

cl ai med by anyone except the giver.” He patted his chest

t o enphasi ze the point.

“Allie would | ove what you’' ve done,” he remarked. “She was
al ways a softie when

it cane to things like this.”

| folded nmy hands in ny lap. “I w sh she could be there
this weekend.”
Noah gl anced at the stack of letters. | knew he was

imagining Allie, and for a

brief nmonment, he | ooked strangely younger.

“So do I,” he said.

Heat seened to scald the soles of ny feet as | wal ked

t hrough the parking |ot.

In the distance, buildings |ooked as if they were nade of
liquid, and I could

feel ny shirt tacking itself to ny back.



Once in the car, | headed for the wi nding country roads
that were as famliar as

the streets of ny own nei ghborhood. There was an austere
beauty to the coastal

| oW ands, and | wove past farnms and tobacco barns that

| ooked al nost abandoned.

Strands of loblolly pines separated one farmfromthe
next, and | caught sight

of a tractor noving in the distance, a cloud of dirt and
dust rising behind it.

Fromcertain points in the road, it was possible to see
the Trent River, the

slow waters rippling in the sunlight. OGaks and cypress
trees lined the banks,

their white trunks and knotted roots casting gnarled
shadows. Spani sh nbss hung

fromthe branches, and as the farns gradually gave way to
forest, | inmagined

that the sprawling trees | saw from behi nd ny w ndshield
were the sane trees

that both Union and Confederate sol diers had seen when

t hey marched t hrough the

ar ea.

In the distance, | saw a tin roof reflecting the sun; next
came the house

Itself; and a few nonents |later | was at Noah’s.

As | surveyed the house fromthe tree-lined drive, |

t hought it | ooked

abandoned. Of to the side was the faded red barn where
Noah stored | unber and

equi pnent; nunerous hol es now dotted the sides, and the
tin roof was caked with

rust. Hi s workshop, where he had spent nost of his hours
during the day, was

directly behind the house. The sw ngi ng doors hung
crookedly, and the w ndows

were coated with dirt. Just beyond that was the rose
garden that had becone as

overgrown as the banks along the river. The caretaker, |
noti ced, hadn’t nowed

recently, and the once grassy |lawn resenbled a wild
meadow.

| parked next to the house, pausing for a nonment to study
it. Finally, I fished



the key fromny pocket, and after unl ocking the door,
pushed it open. Sunlight

i mredi ately crossed the fl oor.

Wth the windows boarded, it was otherw se dark, and |
made a note to turn on

the generator before | left. After ny eyes adjusted to the
dimlight, | could

make out the features of the house. Directly in front of
nme were the stairs that

led to the bedroons; on ny left was a long, wide fanmly
roomthat stretched from

the front of the house to the back porch. It was here, |

t hought, that we woul d

put the tables for the reception, for the roomcould

easi |y accommodat e

everyone.

The house snelled of dust, and | could see traces of it on
the sheets that

draped the furniture. | knew |l'd have to rem nd the novers
t hat each piece was

an antique dating fromthe original construction of the
house. The fireplace was

inlaid with hand-painted ceramc tile; | renmenbered Noah
telling nme that when

he’d repl aced the ones that had cracked, he'd been
relieved to discover that the

original manufacturer was still in business. In the corner
was a pi ano—al so

covered by a sheet—+that had been played not only by Noah's
children, but by the

grandchil dren as well.

On either side of the fireplace were three w ndows. |
tried to i magi ne what the

roomwoul d | ook |ike when it was ready, but standing in

t he dar kened house,

couldn’t. Though |I had pictured how | wanted it to

| ook—and even described ny

| deas to Jane—being inside the house evoked nenories that
made changing its

appear ance seem i npossi bl e.

How many eveni ngs had Jane and | spent here with Noah and
Allie? Too many to

count, and if | concentrated, | could al nost hear the
sounds of |aughter and the



rise and fall of easy conversation.

|"d cone here, | suppose, because the events of the
norni ng had only deepened ny
naggi ng sense of nostal gia and | ongi ng. Even now, | could

feel the softness of

Jane’s |ips against my owmn and taste the |ipstick she’'d
been wearing. Wre

things really changi ng between us? | desperately wanted to
t hi nk so, but |

wonder ed whether | was sinply projecting ny owmn feelings
onto Jane. Al | knew

for certain was that for the first tinme in a long tine,
there was a nonent, | ust

a nonent, when Jane seened as happy with ne as | was with
her .

Chapter Twel ve

The rest of the day was spent on the phone in ny den. |
spoke to the cl eaning

conpany that worked in our hone, and we finalized
arrangenents to have Noah’'s

house cl eaned on Thursday; | spoke to the man who
pressure-washed our deck, and

he woul d be there around noon to brighten the grand hone.
An el ectrician was

com ng to make sure that the generator, the outlets inside
t he house, and the

floodlights in the rose garden were still in working
order. | called the conpany

that had repainted our |law offices |ast year, and they
prom sed to send a crew

to begin freshening the walls inside, as well as the fence
t hat surrounded the

rose garden. A rental conpany woul d provide tents and
tables, chairs for the

cerenony, linens, glasses, and silverware, and all would
be delivered on

Thursday norning. A few enpl oyees of the restaurant woul d
be there later to set

things up, well in advance of the event on Saturday.

Nat han Little was | ooking

forward to starting his project, and when | called he

i nformed ne that the

plants |'d ordered earlier that week fromthe nursery were



al ready | oaded on his

truck. He also agreed to have his enpl oyees cart the
excess furniture fromthe

home. Finally, | nmade the necessary nusic arrangenents for
bot h t he weddi ng and

the reception; the piano would be tuned on Thursday.

The arrangenents to have everything acconplished quickly
weren't as difficult as

one mght inmagine. Not only was | acquainted with nost of
the people |I called,

but it was sonething | had done once before. In many ways,
this burst of

frenzied activity was |ike the work we’d done on the first
home Jane and | had

pur chased after we got nmarried. An old row house that had
fallen on hard tines,

It needed a thorough renodeling job . . . which was why
we’' d been able to afford

it. We did nuch of the initial gutting ourselves but soon
reached the point

where the skills of carpenters, plunbers, and el ectricians
wer e needed.

Meanwhi | e, we had wasted no tinme trying to start a fam|ly.
W were both virgins when we said our vows; | was
twenty-si x, Jane was

twenty-three. We taught each other how to nake love in a
way that was both

i nnocent and filled with passion, gradually |earning how
to pl ease each ot her.

It seened that no matter how tired we were, nost evenings
were spent entwined in

each other’s arns.

W never took precautions to prevent a pregnancy. |
remenber believing that Jane

woul d becone pregnant right away, and | even started
addi ng to ny savings

account in anticipation of the event. She didn't, however,
get pregnant in the

first month of our marriage, nor did she in the second or
third nont hs.

Sonetinme around the sixth nonth, she consulted with Alie,
and |l ater that night,

when | got hone fromwork, she infornmed ne that we had to
tal k. Again, | sat



besi de her on the couch as she told ne there was sonethi ng
that she wanted ne to

do. This tine, instead of asking me to go to church, she
asked ne to pray with

her, and | did. Sonehow | knew that it was the right thing
to do. W& began

prayi ng together as a couple regularly after that night,
and the nore we did,

the nore | canme to ook forward to it. Yet nore nonths
passed, and Jane still

didn’t becone pregnant. | don't know if she was ever truly
worri ed about her

ability to conceive, but I do know it was always on her

m nd, and even |’d

started to wonder about it. By then, we were a nonth away
fromour first

anni versary.

Though 1'd originally planned to have contractors subm t
bi ds and conduct a

series of interviews to finish the work on our hone, |
knew t hat the process had

begun to wear on Jane. Qur tiny apartnment was cranped, and
t he excitenent of

renodel ing had lost its luster. | nade a secret goal to
nove Jane into our hone

before our first anniversary.

Wth that in mnd, | did the sane thing that, ironically,
| woul d do agai n sone

three decades later: | worked the phones, called in
favors, and did whatever was

necessary to guarantee the work woul d be conpleted in
time. | hired crews,

dropped by the house at |unch and after work to nonitor
its progress, and ended

up paying far nore than | originally budgeted.
Nonet hel ess, | found nyself

marvel ing at the speed with which the house began to take
form Wrkers cane and

went; floors were |aid, cabinets, sinks, and appliances
were installed. Light

fixtures were replaced and wal | paper hung, as day by day |
wat ched the cal endar

I nch closer to our anniversary.

In the final week before our anniversary, | invented



excuses to keep Jane from
the house, for it is in the |ast week of a renovation that
a house ceases to be

a shell and becones a hone. | wanted it to be a surprise
t hat she woul d renenber
forever.

“No reason to go to the house tonight,’
went by earlier, the

contractor wasn’'t even there.” O, “lI’ve got a |ot of work
to do later, and I'd

rather relax with you around here.”

| don’t know whet her she believed ny excuses—and | ooki ng
back, |1’ m sure she nust

have suspected sonet hi ng—but she didn't press ne to bring
her there. And on our

anniversary, after we'd shared a romantic di nner downt own,
| drove her to the

house instead of our apartnent.

It was |ate. The noon was full and cratered; cicadas had
begun their evening

|'d say. “Wen |

song, their trill notes filling the air. Fromthe outside,
t he house | ooked
unchanged. Piles of scrap still lay heaped in the yard,

pai nt cans were stacked

near the door, and the porch | ooked gray with dust. Jane
gazed toward the house,

t hen gl anced at nme quizzically.

“lI just want to check on what they’ ve been doing,” |
expl ai ned.

“Toni ght ?” she asked.

“Why not ?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s dark inside. W won’'t be able
to see anything.”

“Cnrmon,” | said, reaching for a flashlight |I’'d stashed
under ny seat. “We don’t

have to stay long if you don’t want to.”

| got out of the car and opened her door for her. After
gui di ng her gingerly

t hrough the debris and up onto the porch, | unlocked the
door .

In the darkness, it was inpossible not to notice the snell
of new carpet, and a

noment |ater, when | turned on the flashlight and swept it
t hrough the |iving



room and the kitchen, | saw Jane’s eyes widen. It wasn’t
conpletely finished, of

course, but even fromwhere we stood in the doorway, it
was plain that it was

cl ose enough for us to nove in.

Jane stood frozen in place. | reached for her hand.
“Wel cone hone,” | said.

“Ch, WIlson,” she breathed.

“Happy anni versary,” | whispered.

When she turned toward nme, her expression was a m xture of
hope and conf usi on.

“But how . . . | nean, last week, it wasn’'t even cl ose .
“l wanted it to be a surprise. But cone—there’s one nore
thing I have to show

you.”

| led her up the stairs, turning toward the master
bedroom As | pushed open the

door, | ainmed the flashlight and then stepped aside so
Jane coul d see.

In the roomwas the only piece of furniture that |’ ve ever
bought on ny own: an

anti que canopy bed. It resenbled the one at the inn in
Beaufort where we’'d nade

| ove on our honeynoon.

Jane was silent, and | was suddenly struck by the thought
that 1’d sonehow done

somnet hi ng wr ong.

“I can’t believe you did this,” she finally said. “Ws
this your idea?”

“Don’t you like it?”

She smled. “I love it,” she said softly. “But | can’t
bel i eve that you thought

of this. This is alnpst . . . romantic.”

To be honest, | hadn’t thought of it in that way. The

sinple fact was that we

needed a decent bed, and this was the one style | was
certain that she |iked.

Knowi ng she neant it as a conplinment, however, | raised an
eyebrow, as if

aski ng, What el se would you expect?

She approached the bed and ran a finger along the canopy.
A nonment |ater, she

sat on the edge and patted the mattress beside her in



invitation. “W have to
tal k,” she said.

As | noved to join her, | couldn’t help but renenber the
previous tinmes she'd
made this announcenent. | expected that she was about to

ask me to do sonething

el se for her, but when | sat down, she leaned in to kiss
me.

“l have a surprise, too,
for the right nonent

to tell you.”

“What is it?” | asked.
She hesitated for the barest second. “I’m pregnant.”

At first, her words didn't register, but when they did, |
knew with certainty

that 1’d been given a surprise even better than ny own.

In early evening, when the sun was getting | ow and the
brunt of the heat was

breaki ng, Jane called. After asking about Noah, she

I nformed ne that Anna still

couldn’t nake up her mnd about the dress and that she
woul dn’t make it home

that night. Though | assured her that | had expected as
much, | could hear a

trace of frustration in her voice. She wasn’t as angry as
she was exasper at ed,

and | sm | ed, wondering how on earth Jane could still be
surprised by our

daughter’s behavi or.

After hanging up, | drove to Creekside to feed the swan
three pieces of Wonder

Bread, then swung by the office on the way back hone.
Parking in ny usual spot out front, | could see the

Chel sea Restaurant just up

the street; opposite was a small grass park, where Santa’s
vill age was set up

every winter. Despite the thirty years |I’ve worked in this
building, it still

anmazed nme to realize that the early history of North
Carolina could be found in

" she said. “And |’ ve been waiting

any direction |I | ooked. The past has al ways hel d speci al
meani ng for nme, and |
| oved the fact that within blocks, | could wal k through

the first Catholic



church built in the state, or tour the first public school
and | earn how the

settlers were educated, or stroll the grounds of Tryon

Pal ace, the former hone

of the colonial governor that now boasts one of the finest
formal gardens in the

South. I"'mnot alone in this pride in nmy town; the New
Bern Hi storical Society

is one of the nost active in the country, and on nearly
every corner, signs

docunent the inportant role New Bern played in the early
years of our country.

My partners and | own the building where we keep our | aw
of fices, and though I

wi sh there was an interesting anecdote concerning its
past, there really isn't

one. Erected in the |late 1950s, when functionality was the
single criterion

architects valued in design, it'’s really quite drab. In
this single-story,

rectangul ar brick structure, there are offices for the
four partners and four

associ ates, three conference roons, a file room and a
reception area for

clients.

| unl ocked the front door, heard the warning that the

al armwoul d sound in | ess

than a mnute, then punched in the code to shut it off.
Switching on the lanp in

the reception area, | headed toward ny office.

Li ke ny partners’ offices, ny office has a certain air of
formality that clients

seemto expect: dark cherry desk topped with a brass |anp,
| aw books shel ved

along the wall, a set of confortable | eather chairs facing
t he desk.

As an estate lawer, | sonetines feel as if |’ve seen
every type of couple in

the worl d. Though nost strike ne as perfectly normal, |’ve
wat ched sone coupl es

begin to braw |ike street fighters, and | once w tnessed

a woman pour hot
cof fee onto her husband’s lap. Mdire often than | woul d
ever have believed



possi bl e, |1’ve been pulled aside by a husband aski ng

whet her he was | egally

obligated to | eave sonething to his wife or whether he
could omt her entirely

in favor of his m stress. These couples, | should add,
often dress well and | ook

perfectly ordinary as they sit before ne, but when at | ast
they |l eave ny office,

| find nyself wondering what goes on behind the cl osed
doors of their hones.

St andi ng behind ny desk, | found the appropriate key on ny
chai n and unl ocked

the drawer. | put Jane’'s gift on ny desk and gazed at it,
wonderi ng how she

woul d respond when | gave it to her. | thought she woul d
like it, but nore than

that, | wanted her to recognize it as a heartfelt—f

bel ated—attenpt to

apol ogi ze for the man 1'd been for nost of our marriage.
Yet because |’'ve failed her in ways too frequent to count,
| couldn’t help but

wonder about her expression as we’'d stood in the driveway
this norning. Hadn’'t

It been alnpst . . . well, dreany? O had | sinply been

Il magining it?

As | glanced toward the wi ndow, it was a nonent before the
answer cane, and all

at once, | knew |l hadn’t been imagining it. No, sonehow,
even accidentally, I'd

stunbl ed onto the key to ny success in courting her so

| ong ago. Though |’ d been

the sanme man |'d been for the past year—a nman deeply in

| ove with his wife and

trying his best to keep her—+’'d nade one small but

signi ficant adjustnent.

This week, | hadn’t been focusing on nmy problens and doi ng
nmy best to correct

them This week, |'d been thinking of her; |I'd commtted
nysel f to hel pi ng her

with famly responsibilities, I'd listened with interest
whenever she spoke, and

everything we di scussed seened new. |’d |aughed at her

] okes and hel d her as
she’ d cried, apologized for ny faults, and showed her the



af fection she both

needed and deserved. In other words, |1'd been the man
she’ d al ways want ed, the

man | once had been, and—i ke an old habit redi scovered—
now understood that it

was all | ever needed to do for us to begin enjoying each
ot her’ s conpany agai n.

Chapter Thirteen

When | arrived at Noah's house the follow ng norning, ny
eyebrows rose at the

sight of the nursery trucks already parked in the drive.
There were three | arge

flatbeds crowded with small trees and bushes, while

anot her was | oaded with

bal es of pine straw to spread atop the fl ower beds, around
the trees, and al ong

the fence line. A truck and trailer held various tools and
equi pnent, and three

pi ckups were packed with flats of |ow flowering plants.
In front of the trucks, workers congregated in groups of
five or six. A quick

count showed that closer to forty people had cone—not the
thirty that Little had

prom sed—and all were wearing jeans and basebal | caps
despite the heat. Wen

got out of the car, Little approached me with a smle.
“Good—you’re here,” he said, putting his hand on ny

shoul der. “We’ve been

wai ting for you. We can get started, then, yes?”

Wthin mnutes, nowers and tools were unl oaded, and the
air was soon filled with

t he sound of engines rising and falling as they
crisscrossed the property. Sone

of the workers began to unload the plants, bushes, and
trees, stacking theminto

wheel barrows and rolling themto their appropriate spots.
But it was the rose garden that attracted the nost
attention, and | foll owed

Little as he grabbed a set of pruning shears and headed
that way, joining the

dozen workers who were already waiting for him

Beauti fying the garden struck ne

as the type of job where it is inpossible even to know



where to begin, but

Little sinply started pruning the first bush while
descri bi ng what he was doi ng.

The workers clustered around him whispering to one

anot her in Spanish as they

wat ched, then finally dispersed when they understood what
he want ed. Hour by

hour, the natural colors of the roses were artfully
exposed as each bush was

thinned and trinmed. Little was adamant that few bl oons be
| ost, necessitating

quite a bit of twne as stens were pulled and tied, bent
and rotated, into their

proper pl ace.

Next canme the trellis. Once Little was confortable, he
began to shape the roses

that draped it. As he worked, | pointed out where the
chairs for the guests

woul d go, and ny friend w nked.

“You wanted inpatiens to line the aisle, yes?”

When | nodded, he brought two fingers to his nouth and
whi stled. A nonent |ater,

flower-filled wheel barrows were rolled to the spot. Two
hours later, | marvel ed

at an ai sl e gorgeous enough to be phot ographed by a
magazi ne.

Thr oughout the norning, the rest of the property began to
t ake shape. Once the

yard was nowed, bushes were pruned, and workers started
edgi ng around the fence

posts, wal kways, and the house itself. The el ectrician
arrived to turn on the

generator, check the outlets, and the floodlights in the
garden. An hour | ater,

the painters arrived; six nmen in splattered overalls
energed froma run-down

van, and they hel ped the | andscaping crew store the
furniture in the barn. The

man who’' d conme to pressure-wash the house rolled up the
drive and parked next to

ny car. Wthin mnutes of unloading his equipnent, the
first intense blast of

water hit the wall, and slowy but steadily, each pl ank
turned fromgray to



whi t e.

Wth all the individual crews busily at work, | made ny
way to the workshop and

grabbed a | adder. The boards fromthe wi ndows had to be
removed, so | set nyself

to the task. Wth sonething to do, the afternoon passed
qui ckly.

By four, the | andscapers were |oading their trucks and
getting ready to head

back; the pressure washer and painters were finishing up
as well. | had been

able to take off nost of the boards; a few remained on the
second floor, but |

knew | could do those in the norning.

By the time | finished storing the boards under the house,
the property seened

strangely silent, and |I found nyself surveying all that
had been done.

Li ke all half-conpleted projects, it |ooked worse than it
had when we’ d begun

t hat norning. Pieces of |andscaping equi pment dotted the
property; enpty pots

had been pil ed haphazardly. Both inside and out, only half
the walls had been

touched up and rem nded ne of detergent commercials where
one brand prom ses to

clean a white T-shirt better than the next. A nound of
yard scrap was piled near

the fence, and while the outer hearts of the rose garden
had been conpl eted, the

I nner hearts | ooked forlorn and w | d.

Nonet hel ess, | felt strangely relieved. It had been a good
day’s work, one that

| eft no doubt that everything would be finished in tine.
Jane woul d be amazed,

and knowi ng she was on her way hone, | was starting for ny
car when | saw Harvey

Vel lington, the mnister, |eaning on the fence that
separated Noah’s property

fromhis. Slowng ny pace, | hesitated only briefly before
crossing the yard to

join him H's forehead glistened |like polished nmahogany,
and his spectacles

perched | ow on his nose. Like ne, he was dressed as if



he’ d spent nobst of the

day working outside. As | drew near, he nodded toward the
house.

“CGetting it all ready for the weekend, | see,
“Trying,” | said.

“You’ ve got enough people working on it, that’'s for sure.
It looked |ike a

parking |lot out there today. What did you have? Fifty
peopl e total ?”

“Sonmething |ike that.”

He whi stled under his breath as we shook hands. “That’|
take a bite out of the

old wallet, won't it?”

“I"'mal nost afraid to find out,” | said.

He | aughed. “So how nmany you expecting this weekend?”
“l”d guess about a hundred or so.”

“It’s going to be sonme party, that's for sure,” he said.
“I know Al ma’ s been

| ooking forward to it. This wedding s been all she can
tal k about lately. W

both think it’s wonderful that you’ re making such a big
deal about it.”

“I't’s the least | could do.”

For a |l ong nonent, he held ny gaze w thout responding. As
he wat ched ne, | had

the strange inpression that despite our limted

acquai ntance, he understood ne

quite well. It was a little unnerving, but | suppose |
shoul dn’t have been

surprised. As a pastor, he was frequently sought for
counsel and advice, and |

sensed the kindness of soneone who'd |earned to listen
wel | and synpathize with

another’s plight. He was, | thought, a man whom hundr eds
probably regarded as

one of their closest friends.

As if know ng what | was thinking, he smled. “So, eight
o’ cl ock?”

“Any earlier, and | think it would be too hot.”

he sai d.

“I't’ll be hot anyway. But | don’t think anyone woul d care
one way or the other.”
He notioned toward the house. “I’mglad you' re finally

doi ng sonet hi ng about it.
That’s a wonderful place. Al ways has been.”



“I know.”

He renoved his spectacles and began wi ping the I enses with
his shirttail. “Yeah,

"1l tell you—+t’'s been a shanme watchi ng what’'s becone of
It over the |ast few

years. Al it ever needed was for sonmeone to care for it
again.” He put his

spectacl es back on, smling softly. “It’s funny, but have
you ever noticed that

the nore special sonething is, the nore people seemto
take it for granted? It’'s

like they think it won’t ever change. Just like this house
here. Al it ever

needed was a little attention, and it woul d never have
ended up like this in the

first place.”

There were two nessages on the answering nmachi ne when |
arrived honme: one from

Dr. Barnwell informng ne that Noah was back at Creekside
and anot her from Jane

sayi ng that she would neet ne there around seven.

By the time | arrived at Creekside, nost of the fam |y had
come and gone. Only

Kat e remai ned by Noah’'s side when | reached his room and
she brought a finger

to her lips as | entered. She rose from her chair and we
hugged.

“He just fell asleep,” she whispered. “He nust have been
exhausted.”

| glanced at him surprised. In all the years |’d known
him he’d never napped

during the day. “Is he doing okay?”

“He was a little cranky while we were trying to get him
settled in again, but

ot her than that, he seened fine.” She tugged at ny sl eeve.
“So tell me—how did

It go at the house today? | want to hear all about it.”

| filled her in on the progress, watching her rapt
expression as she tried to
imagine it. “Jane’ll love it,’
me— talked to her a

little while ago. She called to see how Daddy was doi ng.”
“Did they have any luck with the dresses?”

“I"lI'l let her tell you about it. But she sounded pretty

she said. “Oh, that rem nds



excited on the phone.”

She reached for the purse that was slung over the chair.
“Listen, | should

probably go. |’ve been here all afternoon, and | know
Grayson is waiting for

me.” She kissed ne on the cheek. “Take care of Daddy, but
try not to wake him

okay? He needs his sleep.”

“I"l'l be quiet,” | prom sed.

| noved to the chair next to the wi ndow and was just about
to sit down when

heard a ragged whi sper.

“Hell o, WI1son. Thanks for dropping by.”

When | turned toward him he w nked.

“l thought you were sleeping.”

“Nah,” he said. He began to sit up in the bed. “I had to
fake it. She's been

fussing over ne all day |like a baby. She even followed ne
I nto the bat hroom

again.”

| | aughed. “Just what you wanted, right? Alittle
panpering from your daughter?”

“Ch, yeah, that’s just what | need. | didn’t have half

t hat fussing when | was

In the hospital. By the way she was acting, you' d think I
had one foot in the

grave and anot her on a banana peel.”

“Well, you're in rare formtoday. | take it you' re feeling
i ke new?”

“Coul d be better,” he said with a shrug. “Could be worse,
t hough, too. But ny

head’s fine, if that's what you’ re asking.”

“No di zzi ness? O headaches? Maybe you should rest a bit
anyway. |If you need ne

to feed you sone yogurt, just let nme know. ”

He waggled a finger at ne. “Now don’t you start with ne.
|’ ma patient man, but

|’ mnot a saint. And I’mnot in the nood. |I’ve been cooped
up for days and

haven’t so much as snelled a breath of fresh air.” He
noti oned toward the

closet. “Wuld you mnd getting ne ny sweater?”

| already knew where he wanted to go.

“I't’s still pretty warmout there,” | offered.



“Just get ne the sweater,’
help me put it on, |
shoul d warn you that | just mght punch you in the nose.”
A few mnutes later, we left the room Wnder Bread in
hand. As he shuffl ed

along, | could see himbeginning to relax. Though
Creeksi de woul d al ways be a

foreign place to us, it had becone honme to Noah, and he
was obvi ously

confortable here. It was clear how nuch others had m ssed
him too—at each open

door, he waved a greeting and said a few words to his
friends, prom sing nost of

them that he’d be back later to read.

He refused to et ne take his arm so | wal ked close to
his side. He seened

slightly nore unsteady than usual, and it wasn’'t until we
were out of the

bui l ding that | was confident he could make it on his own.
Still, at the pace we

wal ked, it took a while to reach the pond, and | had
plenty of time to observe

that the root had been taken out. | wondered if Kate had
rem nded one of her

brothers to take care of it or whether they' d renenbered
on their own.

W sat in our usual places and gazed out over the water,
though | couldn’'t see

the swan. Figuring it was hiding in the shallows off to
ei ther side of us, |

| eaned back in ny seat. Noah began to tear the bread into
smal | pieces.

“l heard what you told Kate about the house,
“How are ny roses doi ng?”

“They’re not finished, but youll Iike what the crew has
done so far.”

He piled the pieces of bread in his lap. “That garden
means a lot to nme. It’s

al nrost as old as you are.”

“Is it?”

“The first bushes went in the ground in April 1951,” he
said, nodding. “O

course, |I’ve had to replace nost of them over the years,
but that’s when | cane

he said. “And if you offer to

he sai d.



up with the design and started working on it.”

“Jane told ne you surprised Allie wwth it . . . to show
how rmuch you | oved her.”

He snorted. “That’s only half the story,
" m not surprised she

thinks that. Sonetinmes | think Jane and Kate believe I
spent every waki ng nonment

doting on Allie.”

“You nmean you didn't?” | asked, feigning shock.

He | aughed. “Hardly. W had rows now and then, just like
everyone el se. W were

j ust good at nmaking up. But as for the garden, | suppose
they' re partly right.

At |east in the beginning.
to one side. “I

planted it when Allie was pregnant with Jane. She wasn’t
nore than a few nonths

al ong, and she was sick all the tinme. | figured it would
pass after the first

few weeks, but it didn't. There were days when she coul d
barely get out of bed,

and | knew that with sumer com ng, she was going to be
even nore mserable. So

| wanted to give her sonething pretty to | ook at that she
could see from her

w ndow.” He squinted into the sun. “Did you know that at
first there was only

one heart, not five?”

| raised nmy eyebrows. “No, | didn't.”

“I didn’t plan on that, of course, but after Jane was
born, | sort of got to

thinking that the first heart | ooked m ghty skinpy and |
needed to plant sone

nore bushes to fill it out. But | kept putting it off
because it had been so

much work the first tinme, and by the tine | finally got
around to the task, she

was al ready pregnant again. Wen she saw what | was doi ng,
she just assuned |I'd

done it because we had another child on the way, and she
told ne it was the

sweetest thing I'd ever done for her. After that, |
couldn’t exactly stop.

That’s what | nmean when | say it's only partly right. The

he said. “But

He set the pieces of bread off



first one m ght have

been a romantic gesture; but by the |ast one, it felt nore
| i ke a chore. Not

just the planting, but keeping them going. Roses are

t ough. Wen they’ re young,

they sort of sprout up like a tree, but you have to keep
cutting them back so

they formright. Every tine they started bloomng, |I'd
have to head out with ny

shears to prune them back into shape, and for a long tine,
t he garden seened as

t hough it would never look right. And it hurt, too. Those
thorns are sharp. |

spent a lot of years with nmy hands bandaged up like a
munmy. ”

| smled. “1"Il bet she appreciated what you were doing,

t hough.”

“Ch, she did. For a while, anyway. Until she asked ne to
pl ow t he whol e t hi ng

under.”

At first, | didn't think I'd heard himcorrectly, but his
expression | et nme know

| had. | recalled the nelancholy I sonetines felt when

staring at Allie’'s

pai ntings of the garden.

“\Mhy 2"

Noah squinted into the sun before sighing. “As nuch as she
| oved the garden, she

said it was too painful to | ook at. Wenever she | ooked
out the w ndow, she’'d

start crying, and sonetines it seened |ike she’d never

stop.”

It took a nonent before | realized why.

“Because of John,” | said softly, referring to the child
who’ d di ed of

meningitis when he was four. Jane, |ike Noah, seldom

menti oned him

“Losing himnearly killed her.” He paused. “Nearly killed
nme, too. He was such a

sweet |ittle boy—ust at that age where he was begi nni ng
to di scover the world,

when everything’ s new and exciting. As the baby, he used
to try to keep up with

t he bigger kids. He was al ways chasing after themin the



yard. And he was

heal t hy, too. Never had so nuch as an ear infection or a
serious cold before he

got sick. That’s why it was such a shock. One week he was
playing in the yard,

and the next week, we were at his funeral. After that,
Allie could barely eat or

sl eep, and when she wasn’t crying, she just sort of
wandered around in a daze. |

wasn’t sure she’d ever get over it. That’s when she told
me to plow the garden

under.”

He drifted off. | said nothing, knowng it wasn’t possible
to fully imgine the

pain of losing a child.

“Why didn’t you?” | asked after a while.

“I thought it was just her grief talking,” he said
quietly, “and I wasn't sure

If she really wanted ne to do it, or just said it because
her pain was so awf ul

that day. So | waited. | figured if she asked me a second
time, | would do it.

O 1'd offer to renove just the outer heart, if she wanted
to keep the rest of

it. But in the end, she never did. And after that? Even

t hough she used it in a

| ot of her paintings, she never felt the sane way about
it. When we | ost John,

It stopped being a happy thing for her. Even when Kate got
married there, she

had m xed feelings about it.”

“Do the kids know why there are five rings?”

“Maybe in the back of their mnds they do, but they would
have had to figure it

out on their own. It wasn’'t sonething Allie or |I liked to
tal k about. After John

died, it was easier to think about the garden as a single
gift, rather than

five. And so that’s what it becane. And when the kids were
ol der and finally got

around to asking about it, Allie just told themthat I'd
planted it for her. So

to them it’s always been this romantic gesture.”

From the corner of ny eye, | saw the swan appear and glide



toward us. It was

curious that it hadn’'t appeared before now, and | wondered
where it had been. |

t hought that Noah would toss a piece of bread i medi ately,
but he didn't.

Instead, he sinply watched it paddle closer. Wen it was a
few feet away, the

swan seened to hover briefly, but then, to ny surprise, it
approached t he bank.

A nmonent later it waddl ed toward us, and Noah stretched
out his hand. The swan

| eaned into his touch, and as Noah spoke quietly to it, |
was suddenly struck by

t he thought that the swan had actually m ssed Noah, too.
Noah fed the swan, and afterward | watched i n wonder
as—fust as he’d once

confi ded—the swan settled down at his feet.

An hour later, the clouds began to roll in. Dense and full
bel li ed, they

portended the type of summer storm conmon in the

Sout h—+ntense rain for twenty

m nutes, then slowy clearing skies. The swan was
back-paddling in the pond, and

| was about to suggest that we go back inside when | heard
Anna’ s voi ce behi nd

us.

“Hey, Granpa! Hey, Daddy!” she called out. “Wen you
weren’t in the room we

t hought we m ght find you out here.”

| turned to see a cheerful Anna approaching. Jane trailed
wearily a few steps

behind. Her smle seened strained—this, | knew, was the
one pl ace she dreaded

finding her father.

“Hey, sweetheart,” | said, rising. Anna hugged ne
fiercely, her arnms tight

around ny back.

“How d it go today?” | asked. “Did you find the dress?”
When she rel eased me, she couldn’t hide the excitement.
“You're going to |ove

It,” she prom sed, squeezing ny arnms. “lt’s perfect.”

By then Jane had reached us, and letting go of Anna, |
enbraced Jane as if doing

so had sonehow becone natural again. She felt soft and



warm a reassuring

presence.

“Cmnere,” Noah said to Anna. He patted the bench. “Tell ne
about what you’ ve

been doing to get yourself ready for the weekend.”

Anna sat down and reached for his hand. “It’'s been
fantastic,” she said. “I

never i magi ned how nuch fun it would be. W nust have gone
into a dozen stores.

And you shoul d see Leslie! W found a dress for her too
that’'s totally awesone.”

Jane and | stood off to the side as Anna recounted the
whirlwi nd activities of

t he past couple of days. As she told one story after

anot her, she alternately

bunped Noah pl ayfully or squeezed his hand. Despite the

Ssi xty years between

them it was obvious how confortable they were together.
Though grandparents

of ten have special relationships wth their grandchildren,
Noah and Anna were

clearly friends, and | felt a surge of parental pride at

t he young wonan Anna

had becone. | could tell by the softness in Jane’'s
expression that she was

feeling exactly the sane way, and though | hadn’t done
such a thing in years, |

slowy slipped ny arm around her.

| suppose | wasn’'t sure what to expect—for a second she
seened al nost

startl ed—but when she rel axed beneath ny arm there was an
I nstant where all

seened right in the world. In the past, words had al ways
failed ne at nonents

like this. Perhaps |I'd secretly feared that speaking ny
feelings al oud would

sonmehow di m nish them Yet now | realized howwong |’'d
been to withhold ny

t houghts, and bringing ny lips to her ear, | whispered the
words that | shoul d

never have kept inside:

“I love you, Jane, and I'mthe |uckiest man in the world
to have you.”

Though she didn’'t say a word, the way she | eaned further



agai nst nme was all the

response | needed.

The thunder began half an hour later, a deep echo that
seened to ripple across

the sky. After wal king Noah to his room Jane and | |eft
for home, parting ways

with Anna in the parking | ot.

Ri di ng t hrough downtown, | stared out the w ndshield at
the sun cutting through

t hi ckeni ng cl ouds, casting shadows and meking the river
shine |ike gold. Jane

was surprisingly quiet, gazing out the w ndow, and | found
nysel f gl anci ng at

her fromthe corner of ny eye. Her hair was tucked neatly
behi nd her ear, and

t he pink bl ouse she wore nade her skin glow like that of a
young child. On her

hand shone the ring she’d worn for alnost thirty years,

t he di anond engagenent

ring coupled with the narrow gol d band.

W entered our nei ghborhood; a nonent |ater, we pulled
into the drive and Jane

roused herself with a weary smle.

“Sorry about being so quiet. | guess I'msort of tired.”
“It’s okay. It’s been a big week.”

| brought her suitcase inside, watching as she dropped her
purse on the table

near the door.

“Wuld you i ke sonme wine?” | asked.

Jane yawned and shook her head. “No, not tonight. If | had
aglass, I think I'd

fall asleep. 1'd |love a glass of water, though.”

In the kitchen, | filled two glasses with ice and water
fromthe refrigerator

She took a long drink, then | eaned agai nst the counter and
propped one | eg

agai nst the cupboards behind her in her habitual pose.

“My feet are killing nme. W barely stopped for a mnute
all day. Anna | ooked at

a coupl e hundred dresses before she found the right one.
And actually, Leslie

was the one who pulled it off the rack. I think she was
getting desperate by

then—Anna’'s got to be one of the nobst indecisive people



|’ ve ever net.”

“What’s it |ike?”

“Ch, you should see her init. It’s one of those
mer mai d-styl e dresses, and it

really flatters her figure. It’'s still got to be fitted,
but Keith's going to

| ove it.”

“I"l'l bet she | ooks beautiful.”

“She does.” By her dreany expression, | knew she was
seeing it again. “I"d show

you, but Anna doesn’t want you to see it until the
weekend. She wants it to be a

surprise.” She paused. “So how did it go on your end? D d
anyone show up at the

house?”

“Everyone,” | said, filling her in on the details of the
nor ni ng.

“Amazing,” she said, refilling her glass. “Considering
It’s so last mnute, |

nean. ”

Fromthe kitchen, we could see the sliding glass w ndows
that |ed to the deck.

The |ight outside had di mmed under the thickening clouds,
and the first drops of

rain began to hit the wndow, lightly at first. The river
was gray and om nous;

a nmonent |ater, there was a flash of |ight followed by the
crackling of thunder,

and the downpour began in earnest. Jane turned toward the
W ndows as the storm

unl eashed its fury.

“Do you know if it’s going to rain on Saturday?” she
asked. Her voice, |

t hought, was surprisingly calm | expected her to be nore
anxi ous. | thought of

her peacefulness in the car, and | realized she hadn’'t
said a word about Noah’s

presence at the pond. Watching her, | had the strange
sense that her nood had

sonmething to do with Anna.

“It’s not supposed to,” | said. “They're forecasting clear
skies. This is

supposed to be the | ast of the showers passing through.”
Silently we stared at the falling rain together. Aside



fromthe gentle patter of

water, all was quiet. There was a faraway | ook in Jane's
eyes, and the ghost of

a smle played on her 1|ips.

“I't’s lovely, isn't it?” she asked. “Watching the rain? W
used to do that at ny

parents’ house, renenber? \Wen we'd sit on the porch?”

“1 remenber.”

“I't was nice, wasn't it?”

“Very.”

“We haven’t done this in a long tine.”
“No,” | said, “we haven't.”

She seened | ost in thought, and | prayed that this

newf ound sense of calm

woul dn’t give way to the famliar sadness | had cone to

dread. Yet her

expression didn’'t change, and after a |ong nonent, she

gl anced at ne.

“Sonet hi ng el se happened today,” she said, |ooking down at

her gl ass.

« Ch?"

Looki ng up again, she nmet ny eyes. They seened to be

sparkling with unshed

tears.

“l won’t be able to sit with you at the wedding.”

“You won’t?”

“I can’t,” she said. “I'll be up front wwth Anna and

Keith.”

“\Nhy 2"

Jane brought her hand to the glass. “Because Anna asked ne

to be her matron of

honor.” Her voice cracked a little. “She said she was

closer to nme than to

anyone, and that |I’'d done so nuch for her and the weddi ng.
.” She blinked

rapidly and gave a small sniff. “1I knowit’'s silly, but I

was just so surprised

when she asked ne that | barely knew what to say. The

t hought hadn’t even

crossed my m nd. She was so sweet when she asked, like it
real |l y meant sonet hi ng
to her.”

She swi ped at her tears, and | felt a tightness in ny
throat. Asking a father to



be best man was fairly typical in the South, but it was
rare for a nother to act

as matron of honor.

“Ch, sweetheart,” | murnured. “That’s wonderful. |I’m so
happy for you.”

Li ght ni ng was foll owed by thunder again, though they both
barely registered, and

we stood in the kitchen until long after the storm had
passed, sharing our

silent joy.

When the rain had stopped conpletely, Jane slid open the
gl ass doors and ski pped

out onto the deck. Water still dripped fromthe gutters
and the porch railings,

while tendrils of steamrose fromthe deck.

As | followed her, | felt ny back and arns aching from ny
earlier exertions. |

rolled my shoulders in an attenpt to | oosen them up.
“Have you eaten?” Jane asked.

“Not yet. Do you want to head out and grab a bite?”

She shook her head. “Not really. I'’mpretty worn out.”
“How about if we order in to celebrate? Sonething easy?
Sonmething . . . fun.”

“Li ke what ?”

“How about a pizza?”

She put her hands on her hips. “W haven't ordered a pizza
since Leslie noved

out.”

“lI know. But it sounds good, doesn't it?”

“I't’s always good. It’s just that you al ways get

I ndi gestion afterward.”

“True,” | admtted. “But I'mwlling to |ive dangerously
toni ght.”

“Wul dn’t you rather | just throw sonmething together? I'm
sure we’' ve got

sonmething in the freezer.”

“Cnon,” | said. “W haven't split a pizza in years. Just
the two of us, | nean.

W' Il kick back on the couch, eat straight fromthe
box—you know? Just |ike we

used to. It'll be fun.”
She stared at nme quizzically. “You want to do sonething .
fun.”

It was nore of a statenent than a question.



“Yes,” | said.

“Do you want to order, or should |I?" she finally asked.
“I"l'l take care of it. What do you want on it?”

She thought for a nonment. “How about the works?” she said.
“Why not?” | agreed.

The pizza arrived half an hour |ater. By then, Jane had
changed into jeans and a

dark T-shirt, and we ate the pizza |like a couple of

coll ege students in a dorm

room Despite her earlier refusal of a glass of w ne, we
ended up sharing a cold

beer fromthe fridge.

Wile we ate, Jane filled in nore details about her day.
The norni ng had been

spent | ooking for dresses for Leslie and Jane, despite
Jane’s protests that she

could “just pick up sonething sinple at Belk’s.” Anna had
been adamant that Jane

and Leslie each pick out sonething they |oved—and coul d
wear agai n.

“Leslie found the nost el egant dress—knee-length, |ike a
cocktail dress. It

| ooked so good on Leslie that Anna insisted on trying it
on just for kicks.”

Jane sighed. “The girls have really turned into such
beauties.”

“They got your genes,” | said seriously.
Jane only | aughed and waved a hand at ne, her nouth full
of pizza.

As the evening wore on, the sky outside turned indigo blue
and the noonlit

cl ouds were edged with silver. Wien we finished, we sat
unnmoving, listening to

the sound of wind chinmes in the summer breeze. Jane | eaned
her head back on the

couch, staring at me through hal f-cl osed eyes, her gaze
oddl y seducti ve.

“That was a good idea,” she said. “lI was hungrier than

t hought . ”

“You didn’t eat that nuch.”

“l have to squeeze into ny dress this weekend.”

“I wouldn’t worry,” | said. “You' re as beautiful as the
day | married you.”

At her tense smle, | saw that ny words didn’t have quite



the effect |1’d hoped.
Abruptly, she turned to face ne on the couch. “WIlson? Can
| ask you sonet hi ng?”

“Sure.”
“I want you to tell nme the truth.”
“What is it?”

She hesitated. “It’s about what happened at the pond

t oday.”

The swan, | imedi ately thought, but before |I could
explain that Noah had asked

me to take himthere—and woul d have gone with or w thout
me—she went on.

“What did you nmean when you said what you di d?” she asked.
| frowned in puzzlenent. “I"mnot sure | know what you're
aski ng.”

“When you said you |oved ne and that you were the | uckiest
man in the world.”

For a stunned nonment, | sinply stared at her. “l neant
what | said,” | repeated

dunbl y.

“I's that all?”

“Yes,” | said, unable to hide ny confusion. “Wly?”
“I"'mtrying to figure out why you said it,” she said
matter-of-factly. “It isn't

| i ke you to say sonething |like that out of the blue.”
“Wel'l . . . it just felt like the right thing to say.”

At ny answer, she brought her |ips together, her face
grow ng serious. She

gl anced up at the ceiling and seened to be steeling
hersel f before turning her

gaze on nme again. “Are you having an affair?” she
demanded.

| blinked. “Wat?”

“You heard ne.”

| suddenly realized she wasn’t kidding. | could see her
trying to read ny face,

evaluating the truthful ness of what | intended to say
next. | took her hand in

my own and rested ny other hand on top of it. “No,” |
said, looking directly at

her. “1’mnot having an affair. |1’'ve never had an affair,
and | never will. Nor

have | ever wanted to.”

After a few nonents of careful scrutiny, she nodded.



“Ckay,” she said.

“I’”’mserious,” | enphasized.

She sniled and gave ny hand a squeeze. “l| believe you. |

didn’t think you were,

but I had to ask.”

| stared at her in bew | dernment. “Way woul d the thought

have even crossed your

m nd?”

“You,” she said. “The way you’ ve been acting.”

“l don’t understand.”

She gave ne a frankly assessing | ook. “Ckay, |look at it

fromny perspective.

First, you start exercising and | osing weight. Then, you

start cooking and

aski ng nme about ny days. If that weren’t enough, you’ ve

been unbel i evably

hel pful this whole week . . . with everything, lately. And

now, you’'ve started

sayi ng these uncharacteristically sweet things. First, |

t hought it was a phase,

then | thought it was because of the weddi ng. But now .
well, it’s like

you' re soneone else all of a sudden. | nean .

apol ogi zi ng for not being

around enough? Telling nme you | ove ne out of the blue?

Listening to ne talk for

hours about shoppi ng? Let’s order pizza and have fun? |

nean, it’s great, but |

just wanted to nake sure you weren’'t doing it because you

felt guilty about

sonething. | still don’'t understand what’'s happened to

you.”

| shook ny head. “It’s not that | feel qguilty. Well,

except about working too

much, | nean. | do feel bad about that. But the way |’ ve
been acting . . . it’'s
] ust ”

Wen | trailed off, Jane | eaned toward ne.

“Just what?” she pressed.

“Like | said the other night, | haven’t been the best
husband, and | don’t know

.o | guess I'mtrying to change.”

“\Mhy 2"
Because | want you to | ove nme again, | thought, but | kept



t hose words to

nysel f.

“Because,” | said after a nonment, “you and the kids are
t he nost i nportant

people in the world to ne—you al ways have been—and |’ ve
wasted t oo nmany years

acting as if you weren’'t. | know | can’t change the past,
but | can change the

future. | can change, too. And | wll.”

She squinted at ne. “You nean you' |l quit working so

har d?”

Her tone was sweet but skeptical, and it nmade ne ache to
think of what 1’'d

becone.

“If you asked ne to retire right now, | would,” | said.
Her eyes took on their seductive gl eam agai n.

“See what | nean? You're not yourself these days.”
Though she was teasi ng—and wasn’'t quite sure whether she
bel i eved nme—+ knew

she’d |i ked what | said.

“Now can | ask you sonething?” | went on.

“Why not?” she said.

“Since Anna will be over at Keith's parents’ house
tonorrow night, and with

Leslie and Joseph conming in on Friday, | was thinking that

we m ght do sonething
speci al tonorrow eveni ng.

“Li ke what ?”

“How about . . . you let ne cone up wth sonething and
surprise you.”

She rewarded nme with a coy smle. “You know I I|ike
surprises.”

“Yes,” | said, “l do.”

“1"d love that,” she said with undi sgui sed pl easure.

Chapter Fourteen

On Thursday norning, | arrived at Noah’s house early with
ny trunk packed. As it

had been the day before, the property was al ready crowded
with vehicles, and ny

friend Nathan Little waved to ne from across the yard,
pantom m ng that he' d

join me in a few m nutes.

| parked in the shade and got to work right away. Using



the | adder, | finished

removi ng the boards fromthe w ndows, so that the pressure
washers coul d have

conpl et e access.

Again, | stored the boards under the house. | was closing
the cellar door when a

cleaning crew of five arrived and began to lay siege to

t he house. Since the

pai nters were already working downstairs, they hauled in
buckets, nops, cloths,

and detergents and scoured the kitchen, the staircase, the
bat hr oons, the

w ndows, and the roons upstairs, noving quickly and
efficiently. New sheets and

bl ankets that |1'd brought from hone were placed on the
beds; neanwhil e Nat han

brought in fresh flowers for every roomin the house.
Wthin the hour, the rental truck arrived and workers
began unl oadi ng white

fol dout chairs, setting themin rows. Holes were dug near
the trellis, and pots

with preplanted wisteria were sunk; the purple bl oons were
wound t hrough the

trellis and tied in place. Beyond the trellis, the fornmer
wi | dness of the rose

garden gave way to vivid col or

Despite the clear skies predicted by the weather service,
|’ d made arrangenents

for atent to provide shade for the guests. The white tent
was erected over the

course of the norning; once it was up, nore potted

W steria was sunk into the

ground, then w apped around the poles, intermngled with
strands of white

i ghts.

The power washer cleaned the fountain in the center of the
rose garden; a little

after lunch, | turned it on and |istened to water
cascadi ng through the three

tiers like a gentle waterfall.

The piano tuner arrived and spent three hours tuning the

| ong unused pi ano. When

he was done, a set of special mcrophones was installed to
route nmusic first to



the cerenony, then to the reception. O her speakers and
m crophones enabl ed t he

pastor to be heard during the service and ensured that
musi ¢ could be heard in

every corner of the house.

Tabl es were set throughout the main roomw th the
exception of the dance area in

front of the fireplace—and |inen tablecloths were spread
on each. Fresh candl es

and flowering centerpieces appeared as if conjured so that
when the crew from

the restaurant arrived, they had only to fold Iinen
napki ns into the shape of

swans to put the finishing touches on the place settings.
| also rem nded everyone about the single table | wanted
set up on the porch,

and within nonents it was done.

The final touch was potted hibiscus trees decorated with
white lights and pl aced

I n each corner of the room

By m dafternoon, the work was w ndi ng down. Everyone

| oaded their cars and

trucks, and the crewin the yard was in the final stages
of cl eanup. For the

first time since the project began, | was alone in the
house. | felt good. The

wor k over the past two days, though frenzied, had gone
snoot hly, and while the

furniture was gone, the house’s regal appearance rem nded
me of the years it had

been occupi ed.

As | watched the trucks pull out of the driveway, | knew
shoul d be headi ng out
as well. After having had their dresses fitted and

shoppi ng for shoes in the

nor ni ng, Jane and Anna had nmade afternoon appointnents to
get their nails done.

| wonder ed whet her Jane was thinking about the date | had
pl anned. G ven all the

excitenment, | thought it unlikely—and knowi ng nme as she
did, | doubted she was

expecting nmuch in the way of a surprise, despite what |
had i nti mated | ast

night. 1'd been wonderfully adept at setting the bar



rat her | ow over the years,

but | couldn’t help but hope that it would nmake what | had
pl anned even nore

speci al .

As | gazed at the house, | realized that the nonths |I'd
spent preparing for our

anni versary would reach fruition. Keeping the secret from
Jane had been anyt hi ng

but easy, but now that the evening was at hand, | realized
t hat nost of what 1’'d

wanted for Jane and ne had al ready happened. 1’'d
originally thought ny gift a

token of a new beginning; nowit seened |ike the end of a
journey |’ d been on

for over a year.

The property had finally enptied, and | nade one final

tour through the house

before getting in ny car. On ny way honme, | swng by the
grocery store, then

made a few other stops, gathering everything else that I
needed. By the tine |

got hone, it was nearly five o' clock. | took a few m nutes
to strai ghten up,

t hen hopped in the shower to wash off the day’s

accunul ated gri ne.

Knowing | had little tinme, | noved quickly over the next
hour. Foll owi ng the
list 1'd crafted at the office, | began preparations for

the evening | had

pl anned, the evening |’'d thought about for nonths. One by
one, itenms fell into

place. |1'd asked Anna to call nme as soon as Jane had
dropped her off, to give ne

a sense of when Jane would arrive. She did, alerting ne to
the fact that Jane

was only fifteen m nutes away. After making sure the house
| ooked perfect, |

conpleted ny last task, taping a note to the | ocked front
door, inpossible for

Jane to m ss:

“Wel cone hone, darling. Your surprise awaits you inside.

Then | got into my car and drove away.



Chapter Fifteen

Al nost three hours later, | gazed out the front w ndows of
Noah’ s house and saw

headl i ght s approachi ng. Checking ny watch, | saw that she
was right on tine.

As | straightened ny jacket, | tried to i mgine Jane’'s
state of m nd. Though I

hadn’t been wth her when she’'d arrived at our hone, |
tried to picture her. Was

she surprised that ny car wasn’'t in the drive? | wondered.
Surely she woul d have

noticed that |I’'d drawn the drapes before | eavi ng—per haps
she had paused in the

car, puzzled or even intrigued.

| guessed her hands were full when she exited the car, if
not wth the dress for

t he weddi ng, then no doubt with the new shoes she’'d
purchased that day. Either

way, there would be no m staking the note as she
approached the steps, and |

could just see the | ook of curiosity crossing her

f eat ures.

When she read it on the steps, how had she reacted to ny
words? This, | didn't

know. A baffled smle, perhaps? Her uncertainty was no
doubt hei ghtened by the

fact that | wasn't hone.

What, then, woul d she have t hought when she unl ocked the
door to reveal a

darkened living roomlit only by the pale yell ow gl ow of
candl es and the

pl aintive sound of Billie Holiday on the stereo? How | ong
had it taken her to

notice the scattered rose petals on the floor that trailed
fromthe foyer

t hrough the living roomand up the staircase? O the
second note 1’'d taped to

t he bal ustrade:

Sweet heart, this evening is for you. Yet there is arole
you must play to

fulfill it. Think of this as a gane: |I’mgoing to give you
a list of

I nstructions, and your role is to do as | ask.



The first task is sinple: Please blow out the candl es
downstairs, and follow the

rose petals to the bedroom Further instructions wll
awai t you there.

Had she gasped in surprise? O |aughed in disbelief? I
couldn’t be sure, yet

knowi ng Jane, | was certain she would want to play al ong.
When she reached the

bedroom her curiosity nust have been pi qued.

I nside the bedroom she would find candles |it on every
surface and the soot hi ng

musi ¢ of Chopin playing quietly. A bouquet of thirty roses
| ay on the bed; on

either side of the flowers lay a neatly wapped box, each
with a note attached.

The card on the left was | abel ed “Open now.’
the right was | abel ed

“Open at eight o' clock.”

| pictured her noving slowy toward the bed and bri ngi ng

t he bouquet to her

face, inhaling its heady scent. Wen she opened the card
on the left, this is

what she read: “You ve had a busy day, so | thought you'd
like to relax before

our date this evening. Open the gift that acconpanies this
card and carry the

contents with you to the bathroom WMre instructions await
you there.”

| f she gl anced over her shoul der, she woul d have seen
still nore candles gl ow ng

I n the bat hroom-and upon opening the gift, she would have
found the package of

bath oils and body |otions and new sil k bat hrobe right
away.

Knowi ng Jane, |’ m guessing that she toyed with the card
and package on the

right, the one she couldn’t open until eight. Had she
debat ed whether or not to

follow the instructions? Had she traced her fingers over

t he wrappi ng paper,

t hen pull ed back? | suspected as nuch but knew t hat
ultimately she woul d have

si ghed and headed for the bat hroom

The card on



On the vanity was yet anot her note:

Is there anything better than a | ong hot bath after a busy
day? Pick the bath

oil you want, add plenty of bubbles, and fill the tub with
hot water. Next to
the tub you'll find a bottle of your favorite w ne, stil

chilled, and already

uncor ked. Pour yourself a glass. Then slip out of your
cl othes, get in the tub,

| ean your head back, and relax. When you' re ready to get
out, towel off and use

one of the new lotions | bought you. Do not dress;

I nstead, put on the new robe

and sit on the bed as you open the other gift.

In the remai ning box was a new cocktail dress and bl ack
punps, both of which I'd

purchased after determ ning the appropriate sizes fromthe
clothing in her

cl oset. The card that acconpanied her clothing for the
eveni ng was si npl e.

You' re al nost done. Pl ease open the box and put on the
itenms |’ ve bought you. If

you woul d, wear the earrings | bought you for Christnas
when we were first

dating. Don’t dally, though, ny dear—you have exactly
forty-five mnutes to

finish everything. Blow out all the candles, drain the
tub, and shut off the

music. At eight forty-five, go down to the front porch.
Lock the door behind

you. Cl ose your eyes and stand with your back to the
street. Wen you turn

around agai n, open your eyes, for our date will then be
ready to begin.

Qut front, waiting for her was the linobusine |I’d ordered.
The driver, who was

hol di ng yet another gift, was instructed to say, “Ms.
Lewis? I'Il bring you to

your husband now. He wants you to open this gift as soon
as you get in the car.



He’'s left you sonething else inside as well.”

In the box he held was a bottle of perfune, acconpani ed by
a short note: “I

pi cked this perfunme especially for the evening. After you
get in the car, put

some on and open the other gift. The note inside wll tell
you what to do.”

In that box was a narrow black scarf. The card nestled in
its folds read as

fol |l ows:

You're going to be driven to the place where I'l] neet
you, but | want it to be

a surprise. Please use the scarf as a blindfol d-and
remenber, don’t peek. The

drive will be less than fifteen mnutes, and the driver

wi |l begin when you say,

“I"'mready.” Wien the car stops, the driver will open your
door. Keep the

blindfold on, and ask himto guide you out of the car.

Il be waiting for you.

Chapter Sixteen

The linousine cane to a stop in front of the house, and |
drew a | ong breath.

When the driver exited the car, he nodded to |let ne know
t hat everything had

gone snoot hly, and | nodded nervously in return.

In the | ast couple of hours, |1'd alternated between
excitenment and terror at the

t hought that Jane m ght have found all of this . . . well,
silly. As the driver

noved toward her door, | suddenly found it difficult to

swal low. Still, |1

crossed ny arns and | eaned agai nst the porch railing,
doi ng ny best to | ook

nonchal ant. The noon was glow ng white, and | coul d hear

t he sounds of crickets

chi r pi ng.

The driver opened the door. Jane’'s | eg appeared first, and
almost as if in slow

noti on, she energed fromthe car, the blindfold still in
pl ace.



All | could do was stare at her. In the noonlight, | could
see the faint

outlines of a smle on her face, and she | ooked both
exotic and el egant. |

notioned to the driver, letting himknow that he was free
to | eave.

As the car drove off, | approached Jane slowy, gathering
the courage to speak.
“You | ook wonderful,” | nmurnured into her ear.

She turned toward nme, her sm |l e broadening. “Thank you,”
she said. She waited

for me to add sonething nore, and when | didn’t, she
shifted her weight from one

foot to the other. “Can | take off the blindfold yet?”

| glanced around, making sure everything | ooked the way |
want ed.

“Yes,” | whispered.

She tugged on the scarf; it inmmediately |oosened and fel
fromher face. It took

her eyes a nonent to focus—esting first on ne, then on

t he house, then back on

nme. Like Jane, | had dressed for the evening; ny tuxedo
was new and tail ored.

She blinked as if awakening froma dream

“l thought you'd want to see howit wll look this
weekend,” | offered.

She turned slowly fromside to side. Even froma di stance,
the property | ooked

enchanted. Beneath the inky sky, the tent gl owed white,
and the floodlights in

t he garden cast fingerlike shadows while illum nating the
color of the rose

bl ossonms. The water in the fountain glittered in the

noonl i ght .
“Wlson . . . it's . . . incredible,” she stamrered.
| took her hand. | could snell the new perfunme |’ d bought

her and saw the snall

di anonds in her ears. Dark |ipstick accentuated her full
lips.

Her expression was full of questions as she faced ne. *“But
how? | nmean . . . you

only had a couple of days.”

“l promsed you it would be magnificent,” | said. “Like
Noah said, it’s not



every weekend that we have a weddi ng around here.”

Jane seened to notice ny appearance for the first tine,
and she took a step

back.

“You're wearing a tuxedo,” she said.

“l got it for the weekend, but | figured I should break it
in first.”

She assessed ne fromtop to bottom “You | ook .

great,” she adm tted.

“You sound surprised.”

“I am” she said quickly, then caught herself. “I nean,

" mnot surprised by how

good you look, it’s just that |I didn't expect to see you
this way.”

“1"I'l take that as a conplinent.”

She | aughed. “Cone on,” she said, tugging on ny hand. “I
want to see everything

you did up close.”

| had to admit, the view was nmagnificent. Set am d the
oaks and cypress trees,

the thin fabric of the tent glowed in the floodlights |ike
a living force. The

white chairs had been placed in curved rows |ike an
orchestra, mrroring the

curve of the garden just beyond. They were angled around a
focal point, and the

trellis gleaned with |ight and colored foliage. And
everywhere we gazed, there

were flowers.

Jane began to nove slowy down the aisle. | knew that in
her m nd’ s eye, she was

seeing the crowd and i magi ni ng Anna, what she woul d see
from her designated

vantage point near the trellis. Wen she turned to | ook at
me, her expression

was dazzl ed and unconprehendi ng.

“I never believed it could look like this.”

| cleared ny throat. “They did a good job, didn’t they.”
She shook her head solemly. “No,” she said. “They didn't.
You did.”

Wen we reached the head of the aisle, Jane rel eased ny
hand and approached the

trellis. | stayed in place, watching her as she ran her
hands over the carvings



and fingered the strand of |ights. Her gaze drifted to the
gar den.
“I't looks exactly the way it used to,” she marvel ed.

As she circled the trellis, | stared at the dress she
wore, noticing how it
clung to the curves | knew so well. What was it about her

that still took ny

breat h away? The person she was? Qur |ife together?
Despite the years that had

passed since |'d first seen her, the effect she had on ne
had only grown

stronger.

W entered the rose garden and circl ed the outernost
concentric heart; in tine,

the lights fromthe tent behind us grew di mer. The
fountain burbled |ike a

nount ai n brook. Jane said nothing; instead, she sinply
absor bed the

surroundi ngs, occasionally | ooking over her shoul der to
make sure | was cl ose.

On the far side, only the roof of the tent was evident.
Jane stopped and scanned

the rosebushes, then finally selected a red bud and broke
it free. She plucked

the thorns before approaching ne and tucked it into ny
| apel . After adjusting it

until she was satisfied, she patted ny chest gently and

| ooked up.

“You | ook nore finished with a boutonniere,” she said.
“Thank you.”

“Did I nention how handsone you | ook all dressed up?”

“I think you used the word . . . great. But feel free to
say it as often as you

like.”

She laid a hand on ny arm “Thank you for what you did
here. Anna’s going to be

absol utely amazed.”

“You' re wel cone.”

Leaning in close, she murnured, “And thank you for

toni ght, too. That was .

quite a little gane | cane hone to.”

In the past, | would have seized the opportunity to press
her about it and

reassure nyself that 1’d done well, but instead | reached



for her hand.

“There’s sonething else | want you to see,” | said sinply.
“Don’t tell nme you' ve got a carriage |led by a team of
white horses out in the

barn,” she teased.

| shook ny head. “Not quite. But if you think that m ght
be a good idea, | could

try to arrange sonething.”

She | aughed. As she noved cl oser, the heat of her body was
tantalizing. Her eyes

were m schi evous. “So what else did you want to show ne?”

“Anot her surprise,” | offered.
“l don’t know if ny heart’s going to be able to take it.”
“Come on,” | said, “this way.”

| drew her out of the garden and down a gravel path,
toward t he house. Above us,

the stars were blinking in a cloudl ess sky, and the noon
reflected in the river

beyond t he house. Branches dripped with Spani sh noss,
scraggly linbs stretched

in all directions |ike ghostly fingers. The air carried
the famliar scent of

pi ne and salt, an odor unique to the low country. In the
silence, | felt Jane's

t hunb novi ng agai nst ny own.

She seened to feel no need to rush. W wal ked sl ow vy,
taking in the sounds of

the evening: the crickets and cicadas, |eaves rustling in
the trees, the gravel

crunchi ng underfoot.

She stared toward the house. Sil houetted agai nst the
trees, it was a tineless

I mage, the white colums along the porch | ending the hone
an al nost opulent air.

The tin roof had darkened in color over the years and
seened to vanish into the

eveni ng sky, and | could see the yell ow gl ow of candl es

t hrough the w ndows.

As we entered the house, the candles flickered in the
sudden draft. Jane stood

in the doorway, staring into the living room The piano,
cl eaned and dust ed,

gleaned in the soft |ight, and the wood floor in front of
the fireplace where



Anna woul d dance with Keith shone |ike new. The

tabl es—i th white napkins fol ded

into the shape of swans set atop the gl eam ng china and
crystal —resenbl ed

phot ographs of an exclusive restaurant. Silver goblets at
each setting glittered

| i ke Christnmas ornanents. The tables along the far wal
that woul d be used for

the food on the weekend seened to vanish am d the flowers
bet ween the chafing

di shes.
“Ch, Wlson . . . ,” she breathed.
“It’1l be different when everyone arrives on Saturday, but

| wanted you to see

how it | ooked wi thout the crowd.”

She rel eased ny hand and wal ked around the room absorbing
every detail

At her nod, | went to the kitchen, opened the w ne, and
poured two gl asses.
@ ancing up, | saw Jane staring at the piano, her face

shadowed in profile.
“Who’ s going to be playing?’ she asked.

| smled. “If you could have chosen, who would you pick?”
She gave ne a hopeful |ook. “John Peterson?”
| nodded.

“But how? Isn’'t he playing at the Chel sea?”

“You know he’s always had a soft spot for you and Anna.
The Chel sea will survive

W thout himfor a night.”

She continued to stare at the roomin wonder as she

approached ne. “I just don’t

see how you coul d have done all this so fast . . . | nean,
| was just here a few

days ago.”

| handed her a wi neglass. “Then you approve?”

“Approve?” She took a slow sip of wine. “lI don't think

|’ ve ever seen the house

| ook this beautiful.”

| watched the candlelight flickering in her eyes.

“Are you hungry yet?” | asked.

She seened al nost startled. “To be honest, | haven't even
t hought about it. |

think 1’d like to enjoy my wine and | ook around for a
whil e before we have to



go.”

“We don’t have to go anywhere. | was planning on having
di nner here.”

“But how? There's nothing in the cupboards.”

“Wait and see.” | notioned over ny shoul der. “Wy don’t
you rel ax and | ook

around while | get started?”

Leaving her side, | went to the kitchen, where the
preparations for the
el aborate neal 1'd planned were already under way. The

crab-stuffed sole | had

made was ready to go, and | set the oven to the proper
tenperature. The

I ngredients for the holl andai se sauce were already
neasured and set aside; the

contents sinply needed to be added to the saucepan. Qur
sal ads were tossed and

t he dressing nade.

As | worked, | glanced up fromtine to tine and saw Jane
novi ng slow y through

the main room Though each table was the sane, she paused
at each one, inmagining

the particul ar guest who woul d be seated there. She
absently adjusted the

silverware and rotated the vases of flowers, usually
returning themto their

original position. There was a calm al nbost content

sati sfacti on about her that

| found strangely noving. Then again, alnobst everything
about her noved ne these

days.

In the silence, | pondered the sequence of events that had
brought us to this

poi nt. Experience had taught ne that even the nost

preci ous nenories fade with

t he passage of tine, yet | didn't want to forget a single
nonment of the |ast

week we’ d spent together. And, of course, | wanted Jane to
remenber every nonent

as wel | .

“Jane?” | called out. She was out of ny sight line, and |
guessed she was near

t he pi ano.

She appeared fromthe corner of the room Even froma



di stance, her face was

| um nous. *“Yes?”

“While I’mgetting dinner ready, would you do ne a favor?”
“Sure. Do you need a hand in the kitchen?”

“No. | left nmy apron upstairs. Wuld you mnd getting it
for me? It’s on the bed

In your old room”

“Not at all,” she said.

A nmonent |ater, | watched her disappear up the stairs. |
knew she woul dn’t be

com ng back down until dinner was nearly ready.

| hummed as | began rinsing the asparagus, anticipating
her reaction when she

di scovered the gift awaiting her upstairs.

“Happy anniversary,” | whispered.

While the water canme to a boil on the stove, | slid the
sole into the oven and

strolled out to the back porch. There, the caterers had
set up a table for the

two of us. | thought about opening the chanpagne but
decided to wait for Jane.

Breat hing deeply, | tried to clear ny m nd.

Jane had by now surely found what 1’'d left her on the bed
upstairs. The

al bum-hand stitched with a carved | eat her bi ndi ng—was
exquisite, but it was the

contents that | hoped would truly nove her. This was the
gift 1"d assenbled with

the help of so many for our thirtieth anniversary. Like
the other gifts she'd

received this evening, it had cone wwth a note. It was the
letter | had tried

but failed to wite in the past, the kind that Noah had
once suggested, and

t hough I’ d once found the very idea inpossible, the

epi phani es of the past year,

and particularly the past week, lent ny words an
uncharacteristic grace.

When | finished witing, | read through it once, then read
it again. Even now,

the words were as clear in ny mnd as they were on the
pages Jane now held in

her hand.



My darli ng,
It’s late at night, and as | sit at ny desk, the house is

silent except for the

ticking of the grandfather clock. You' re asleep upstairs,
and though I long for

the warnth of your body agai nst ny own, sonething conpels
me to wite this

| etter, even though I’ m not exactly sure where to begin.
Nor, | realize, do |

know exactly what to say, but | can’t escape the
conclusion that after all these

years, it's sonething I must do, not only for you, but for
nyself as well. After

thirty years, it’'s the least | can do.

Has it really been that |ong? Though | know it has, the
very thought is amazing

to nme. Sone things, after all, have never changed. In the
nmor ni ngs, for

I nstance, ny first thoughts after waking are—and al ways
have been—ef you. Oten,

"1l sinply Iie on ny side and watch you; | see your hair
spread across the

pillow, one arm above your head, the gentle rise and fal
of your chest.

Sonetimes when you're dreaming, |I’'lIl nove closer to you in
t he hope that sonehow
this will allownme to enter your dreans. That, after all

Is how I’ ve al ways

felt about you. Throughout our marriage, you ve been ny
dream and 1’1l never

forget how lucky I've felt ever since the first day we
wal ked together in the

rain.

| often think back on that day. It’s an imge that has
never left nme, and | find

nysel f experiencing a sense of déja vu whenever |ightning
streaks across the

sky. In those nonents, it seens as if we’'re starting over
once nore, and | can

feel the hammering of ny young man’s heart, a man who'd
suddenly glinpsed his

future and couldn’t inmagine a |ife w thout you.

| experience this same sensation with nearly every nenory
| can summon. If |



think of Christmas, | see you sitting beneath the tree,
joyfully handi ng out

gifts to our children. Wien | think of sumrer nights, |
feel the press of your

hand agai nst ny own as we wal ked beneath the stars. Even
at work, | frequently

find nyself glancing at the clock and wonderi ng what

you' re doing at that exact

nonment. Sinple things—+ mght inmagine a snudge of dirt on
your cheek as you work

i n the garden, or how you | ook as you | ean agai nst the
counter, running a hand

t hrough your hair while you visit on the phone. | guess
what |'mtrying to say

is that you are there, in everything | am in everything
|’ ve ever done, and

| ooki ng back, | know that | should have told you how nuch
you’' ve al ways neant to

me.

|"msorry for that, just as I'msorry for all the ways
|’ve let you down. | wi sh

| could undo the past, but we both know that’s inpossible.
Yet |’ve cone to

believe that while the past is unchangeabl e, our
perceptions of it are

mal | eabl e, and this is where the al bum cones in.

Init, you will find many, many phot ographs. Sone are
copi es fromour own
al bunms, but nost are not. Instead, | asked our friends and

famly for any
phot ographs they had of the two of us, and over the past
year, the photographs

were sent to ne fromacross the country. You'll find a
photo Kate took at
Leslie’ s christening, still another froma conpany picnic

a quarter of a century

ago, taken by Joshua Tundl e. Noah contributed a picture of
the two of us that

he’ d taken on a rainy Thanksgiving while you were pregnant
with Joseph, and if

you | ook closely, it’s possible to see the place where |
first realized that |I'd

fallen in love with you. Anna, Leslie, and Joseph each
contributed pictures as



wel | .

As each photograph cane in, |I tried to recall the nonent
in which it was taken.

At first, ny nenory was |like the snapshot itself—a brief,
sel f - cont ai ned

I mmge—but | found that if | closed ny eyes and
concentrated, tinme would begin to

roll backward. And in each instance, | renmenbered what |'d
been t hi nki ng.

This, then, is the other part of the album On the page
opposite each picture,

|"ve witten what | renenber about those nonents or, nore
specifically, what |

remenber about you.

| call this album“The Things | Should Have Said.”

| once nade a vow to you on the steps outside the
courthouse, and as your

husband of thirty years, it’'s tinme | finally nmade anot her:
Fromthis point on, |

w Il becone the man | always should have been. |I’'I| becone
a nore romantic

husband, and nake the nost of the years we have | eft
together. And in each

preci ous nonent, mny hope is that I'Il do or say sonething
that lets you know

that | could never have cherished another as nmuch as |’ ve
al ways cheri shed you.

Wth all ny | ove,

W son

At the sound of Jane’'s footsteps, | |ooked up. She stood
at the top of the

steps, the hallway |Iight behind her obscuring her
features. Her hand reached for

the railing as she began noving down the steps.

The light fromthe candles illum nated her in stages:
first her legs, then her

wai st, then finally her face. Stopping hal fway down, she
nmet ny eyes, and even

fromacross the room | could see her tears.

“Happy anniversary,” | said, ny voice echoing in the room
Continuing to gaze at

me, she finished descending the steps. Wth a gentle
smle, she crossed the room

toward ne and | suddenly knew exactly what to do.



Qpening ny arns, | drew her close. Her body was warm and
soft, her cheek danp

agai nst my own. And as we stood in Noah’s house two days
before our thirtieth

anniversary, | held her against ne, wshing with all ny
heart for time to stop,

now and forever.

W stood together for a long tinme, before Jane finally

| eaned back. Wth her

arms still around nme, she stared up at nme. Her cheeks were
danp and shiny in the

dimlight.

“Thank you,” she whi spered.

| gave her a gentle squeeze. “Cone on. | want to show you
somnet hi ng.”

| led her through the living room toward the rear of the
house. | pushed open

t he back door and we stepped out onto the porch.

Despite the nmoonlight, | could still make out the M I ky

Way arcing above us |ike

a spray of jewels; Venus had risen in the southern sky.
The tenperature had

cooled slightly, and in the breeze, | caught a scent of
Jane’ s perfune.

“l thought we could eat out here. And besides, | didn't
want to ness up any of

the tabl es inside.”

She | ooped her armthrough m ne and surveyed the table
before us. “It’s

wonderful, WIlson.”

| pulled away reluctantly to light the candl es and reached
for the chanpagne.

“Wul d you |ike a gl ass?”

At first, | wasn’'t sure she’'d heard ne. She was staring
out over the river, her

dress fluttering slightly in the breeze.

“I"d |l ove one.”

| renmoved the bottle fromthe w ne bucket, held the cork
steady, and tw sted. It

opened with a pop. After pouring two glasses, | waited for
the fizz to settle,

and then topped them both off. Jane noved cl oser to ne.
“How | ong have you been planning this?” she asked ne.
“Since last year. It was the least | could do after



forgetting the | ast one.”

She shook her head and turned ny face to hers. “I couldn’'t

have dreaned of

anyt hi ng better than what you did tonight.” She hesitated.

“I nmean, when | found

the albumand the letter and all those passages you wote
well, that’s the

nost renmarkabl e thing you' ve ever done for ne.

| started nmaking nore noi ses about it being the |east |

could do, but she

I nterrupted ne.

“I mean it,” she said quietly. “I can’t even put it into

wor ds how nuch this

means to ne.” Then, with a sly wink, she fingered ny

| apel . “You | ook awfully

handsonme in that tux, stranger.”

| | aughed beneath ny breath, feeling the tension break

slightly, and put nmy hand

on hers and squeezed it. “On that note, | hate to have to
| eave you . ”

“But ?”

“But 1"ve got to check on dinner.”

She nodded, | ooking sensual, |ooking beautiful. “Need any
hel p?”

“No. It’s just about done.”

“Wuld you mnd if | stayed outside, then? It’s so
peaceful out here.”

“Not at all.”

In the kitchen, | saw that the asparagus | had steaned had
cooled, so | turned

on the burner to reheat them The hol | andai se had
congeal ed a bit, but after |

stirred it, it seemed fine. Then | turned ny attention to
the sole, opening the

oven to test it with a fork. It needed just another couple
of m nutes.

The station I'd tuned the kitchen radio to was pl aying
nmusic fromthe big band

era, and | was reaching for the knob when | heard Jane’s
voi ce behi nd ne.

“Leave it on,” she said.

| | ooked up. “I thought you were going to enjoy the

eveni ng.”

“l was, but it’s not the sane wi thout you,” she said. She



| eaned agai nst the

counter and struck her usual pose. “Did you specifically
request this nusic for

toni ght, too?” she teased.

“Thi s program has been on for the past couple of hours.
guess it’'s their

special thenme for the night.”

“I't sure brings back nmenories,” she said. “Daddy used to
listen to big band al

the time.” She ran a hand slowy through her hair, lost in
rem ni scence. “Dd

you know that he and Mom used to dance in the kitchen? One
m nute, they d be

washi ng di shes, and the next mnute, they’'d have their
arnms around each ot her

and be swaying to the nusic. The first tinme I saw t hem
guess | was around siXx

and didn't think anything of it. Wen | got a little

ol der, Kate and | used to

gi ggl e when we saw them W’ d point and snicker, but
they' d just |augh and keep

right on dancing, |like they were the only two people in
the world.”

“l never knew that.”

“The last tinme | ever saw themdo it was about a week
before they noved to

Creekside. | was com ng over to see how they were doing. |
saw t hem t hr ough the

kitchen wi ndow when | was parking, and | just started to
cry. | knewit was the

last time |I'd ever see themdo it here, and it felt |ike
ny heart broke in two.”

She paused, lost in thought. Then she shook her head.
“Sorry. That’s kind of a

nood spoiler, isn't it?”

“I't’s okay,” | said. “They’'re a part of our lives, and
this is their house. To
be honest, |’'d be shocked if you didn’'t think about them

Besides, it’'s a

wonderful way to renmenber them”

She seened to consider nmy words for a nonment. In the
silence, | renoved the sole

fromthe oven and set it on the stove.

“W Il son?” she asked softly.



| turned.

“When you said in your letter that fromthis point on, you
were going to try to

be nore romantic, did you nean that?”

“Yes.”

“Does that nean | can expect nore nights |ike tonight?”
“1f that’'s what you want.”

She brought a finger to her chin. “It’l|l be tougher to
surprise ne, though.

You' |l have to cone up with sonething new.”

“I don’t think it’Il be as hard as you think.”

“ NO?”

“l could probably cone up with sonmething right now, if I
had to.”

“Li ke what ?”

| nmet her appraising stare and was suddenly determ ned not
to fail. After a

brief hesitation, | reached over to shut off the burner
and set the asparagus to

the side. Jane’s gaze followed ne with interest. |

adj usted ny jacket before

crossing the kitchen and hol di ng out ny hand.

“Wul d you care to dance?”

Jane bl ushed as she took ny hand, twi ning her other arm
around ny back. Pulling

her firmy to nme, | felt her body press against mne. W
began to turn in slow
circles as nusic filled the roomaround us. | could snell

t he | avender shanpoo

she’ d used and feel her |egs brush against ny own.

“You're beautiful,” | whispered, and Jane responded by
traci ng her thunb agai nst

t he back of ny hand.

When the song ended, we continued to hold each other until
t he next began,

dancing slowy, the subtle novenent intoxicating. \Wen
Jane pulled back to | ook

at nme, her smle was tender, and she brought a hand to ny
face. Her touch was

light, and like an old habit rediscovered, | |eaned toward
her, our faces

drawi ng nearer.

Her kiss was al nost breathli ke, and we gave in then to
everything we were



feeling, everything we wanted. | wapped ny arns around
her and ki ssed her

agai n, sensing her desire and sensing ny own. | buried ny
hand in her hair and

she noaned slightly, the sound both famliar and electric,
new and old, a

mracle in the way all mracles should be.

Wthout a word, | pulled back and sinply stared at her
before | eading her from

the kitchen. | felt her thunb tracing the back of ny hand
as we noved anong the

tabl es, blow ng out one candle after the next.

In the wel com ng darkness, | escorted her upstairs. In her
ol d bedroom

noonl i ght streanmed through the wi ndow, and we hel d each

ot her, bathed in mlKky

i ght and shadow. W ki ssed again and agai n, and Jane ran
her hands over ny

chest as | reached for the zipper on the back of her
dress. She sighed softly

when | began to slide it open.

My lips slid over her cheek and neck, and | tasted the
curve of her shoul der.

She tugged at ny jacket and it slipped to the floor, along
Wi th the dress she

was wearing. Her skin was hot to the touch as we coll apsed
on t he bed.

W made | ove slowy and tenderly, and the passion we felt
for each other was a

di zzying redi scovery, tantalizing in its newness. | wanted
It to last forever,

and | kissed her again and again while whispering words of
| ove. Afterward, we

lay in each other’s arms, exhausted. | traced her skin
with ny fingertips as she

fell asleep by ny side, trying to hold on to the still
perfection of the nonment.

Just after m dnight, Jane woke and noticed ne watching
her. In the darkness, |

could just nake out her mischievous expression, as if she
wer e si nul taneously

scandal i zed and thrilled by what had happened.

“Jane?” | asked.

“Yes?”



“I want to know sonething.”

She smled contentedly, waiting.

| hesitated before drawing a long breath. “If you had to
do it all over—and

knowi ng how everything would turn out with us—aoul d you
marry nme again?”

She was quiet for a long tine, giving the question careful
t hought. Then,

patting ny chest, she | ooked up, her expression softened.
“Yes,” she said sinply, “I would.”

These were the words |1'd longed to hear nost of all, and |
pul |l ed her close. |

ki ssed her hair and neck, wanting the nonent to | ast
forever.

“I love you nore than you Il ever know,” | said.

She ki ssed ny chest. “lI know,” she said. “And | | ove you,
t00."”

Chapt er Sevent een

When the norning sunlight began pouring through the

w ndow, we woke in each

other’s arnms and nade | ove one nore tinme before pulling
apart and getting ready

for the | ong day ahead.

After breakfast, we went through the house, getting it
ready for the weddi ng on

Saturday. The candles on the tables were replaced, the
tabl e on the porch was

cl eaned of its settings and stored in the barn, and with a
bit of

di sappointnment, the dinner |I'd prepared was tossed into

t he garbage.

When we were satisfied with everything, we headed back
honme. Leslie was supposed

to arrive around four; Joseph had been able to book an
earlier flight and woul d

be comng in around five. On the answering machine, there
was a nessage from

Anna, saying that she was going to go over the last mnute
preparations with

Kei t h, whi ch—et her than maki ng sure her dress was
ready—minly entail ed checking

to see that no one we’d hired had cancel ed at the | ast

m nute. She al so prom sed



to pick up Jane’s dress and bring it with her when she
cane by with Keith for

di nner later that night.

In the kitchen, Jane and | threw the maki ngs of a beef
stew into the Crock- Pot,

where it would slow cook the rest of the afternoon. As we
wor ked, we di scussed

the | ogistical arrangenents for the weddi ng, but every now
and then, Jane’'s

secret smle told me she was renenbering the night before.
Knowing it would only get busier as the day wore on, we
drove downtown for a

qui et lunch together. W grabbed a couple of sandw ches
fromthe Poll ock Street

Deli and strolled to the Episcopal church, where we ate in
t he shade of the

magnol ia trees that covered the grounds.

After lunch, we wal ked hand in hand to Union Point, where
we gazed out over the

Neuse R ver. The swells were mld and the water was
crowded with boats of all

types as kids enjoyed the | ast days of sumer before
headi ng back to school. For

the first tine in a week, Jane seened conpletely rel axed,
and as | put nmy arm

around her, it felt strangely as if we were a couple just
starting out in the

world. It was the nost perfect day we' d spent together in
years, and | revel ed

in the feeling until we returned honme and |listened to the
nmessage on the

answeri ng machi ne.

It was Kate, calling about Noah.

“You' d better get down here,” she said. “I don't know what
to do.”

Kate was standing in the corridor when we arrived at

Cr eeksi de.

“He won’t talk about it,” she said anxiously. “Right now,
he’s just staring out

at the pond. He even snapped at ne when | tried to talk to
hi m sayi ng that

since | didn't believe in it anyway, | wouldn’'t
understand. He kept insisting

that he wanted to be alone, and he finally shooed ne



away. ”

“But physically, he's okay?” Jane asked.

“I think so. He refused to eat his |unch—even seened angry
about it—but other

than that, he seens fine. But he's really upset. The | ast
time | peeked in his

room he actually shouted at ne to go away.”

| glanced at the closed door. In all our years, |’d never
heard Noah raise his
vVoi ce.

Kate twi sted her silk scarf nervously. “He wouldn't talk
to Jeff or David—they

just left a few mnutes ago. | think they were a little
hurt by the way he was

acting.”

“And he doesn’t want to talk to me, either?” Jane asked.
“No,” Kate answered. She gave a hel pl ess shrug. “Like |
said on the nessage, |’'m

not sure that he’'ll talk to anyone. The only one | think
he mght talk to is

you.” She | ooked at ne skeptically.

| nodded. Though | worried that Jane woul d be upset—-as she
had been when Noah

had asked to see ne in the hospital —she gave ny hand a
squeeze of support and

| ooked up at ne.

“l guess you d better see how he’s doing.”

“l suppose so.”

“I"l'l wait out here with Kate. See if you can get himto
eat sonething.”

“Iowill.”

| found Noah's door, knocked tw ce, and pushed it partly
open.

“Noah? It’s nme, Wlson. May | cone in?”

In his chair by the window, Noah nade no response. |
waited a nonment before

stepping into his room On the bed, | saw the uneaten tray
of food, and after
cl osing the door, | brought ny hands together.

“Kat e and Jane thought you mi ght want to talk to ne.”

| saw his shoulders rise as he drew a | ong breath, then
fall again. Wth his

white hair spilling over the top of his sweater, he | ooked
dimnutive in the



rocker.

“Are they out there now?”

H s voice was so soft that | barely heard it.

“Yes.”

Noah said nothing nore. In the silence, | crossed the room
and sat on the bed. |

could see the lines of strain on his face, though he
refused to | ook at ne.

“1"d like to hear what happened,” | said tentatively.

He dropped his chin before his gaze rose again. He stared
out the w ndow.

“She’s gone,” he said. “Wen | went out this norning, she
wasn’'t there.”

| knew i medi ately whom he was referring to.

“She m ght have been in another part of the pond. Maybe
she didn’'t know you were

there,” | suggested.

“She’s gone,” he said, his voice flat and enotionless. “I
knew it as soon as |

woke up. Don’t ask nme how, but | knew. | could sense that
she was gone, and when

| started toward the pond, the feeling just got stronger
and stronger. | didn't

want to believe it, though, and | tried calling for her
for an hour. But she

never showed.” Wncing, he straightened in the chair,
continuing to stare

t hrough the window. “Finally, | just gave up.”

Beyond t he wi ndow, the pond was glistening in the sun. “Do
you want to go back

and check to see if she’'s there now?”

“She isn't.”

“How do you know?”

“Because | do,” he said. “The sane way | knew she was gone
this norning.”

| opened nmy nouth to respond, then thought better of it.
There was no use in

argui ng the point. Noah had already made up his m nd.

Besi des, sonethi ng inside

nme was sure that he was right.

“She’ Il come back,” | said, trying to sound convincing.
“Maybe,” he said. “O maybe not. | can’'t tell one way or
the other.”

“She’ll mss you too much to stay away.”



“Then why did she leave in the first place?” he demanded.
“I't doesn’t nmke any

sense!”

He sl apped his good hand on the arm of the chair before
shaki ng hi s head.

“I wish they could understand.”

“Who?”

“My kids. The nurses. Even Dr. Barnwell.”

“You nmean about Allie being the swan?”

For the first time, he | ooked ny way. “No. About ne being
Noah. About ne being

t he same man |’ ve al ways been.”

| wasn’t sure what he neant but knew enough to stay silent
while | waited for

himto explain.

“You shoul d have seen themtoday. Al of them So what if
| didn’t want to talk

to them about it? No one believes ne anyway, and | didn’t
feel like trying to

convince themthat |I know what |’ mtal ki ng about. They

j ust woul d have argued

with nme about it Iike they always do. And then, when
didn’t eat ny |unch?

Well, you woul d have thought that 1'd tried to junp out
the wi ndow. |’ m upset,

and | have every right to be upset. When | get upset, |
don’t eat. |’ve been

that way ny whole life, but now, they act Iike nmy nental
abilities have slipped

anot her notch. Kate was in here trying to spoon-feed ne
and pretendi ng not hi ng

happened. Can you believe that? And then Jeff and David
showed up, and they

explained it away by saying that she probably went off to
forage, conpletely

ignoring the fact that | feed her twce a day. None of

t hem seens to care what

m ght have happened to her.”

As | struggl ed to understand what was goi ng on, | suddenly
realized that there

was nmore to Noah’s sudden rage than the way his children
had react ed.

“What's really bothering you?” | asked gently. “That they
acted as if it were



just a swan?” | paused. “That’s what they’ ve al ways
bel i eved, and you know t hat.

You’' ve never let it get to you before.”

“They don’t care.”

“I'f anything,” | countered, “they care too nuch.”
He turned away stubbornly.

“l just don’t understand it,’
she | eave?”

Wth that, it suddenly dawned on ne that he wasn’t angry
with his kids. Nor was

he sinply reacting to the fact that the swan had vani shed.
No, it was sonething

deeper, sonething | wasn’t sure he would admt even to

hi msel f.

I nstead of pressing it, | said nothing, and we sat
together in silence. As |

wai ted, | watched his hand fidget in his |ap.

“How did it go with Jane |last night?” he asked after a
nonment, apropos of

not hi ng.

At his words—and despite all that we’ d been di scussi ng—+
fl ashed on an i mage of

hi m dancing with Allie in the kitchen.

“Better than I'd imagined it would,” | said.

“And she |iked the al bunf”

“She loved it.”

“Good,” he said. For the first tine since |'d cone in, he
smled, but it

vani shed as quickly as it cane.

“I"’msure she wants to talk to you,” | said. “And Kate’'s
still out there, too.”

“l1 know,” he said, |ooking defeated. “They can cone in.”
“You sure?”

he said again. “Wiy woul d

When he nodded, | reached over and put a hand on his knee.
“Are you going to be

okay?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want ne to tell themnot to tal k about the swan?”
He considered nmy words briefly before shaking his head.
“I't doesn’t matter.”

“Do | have to tell you to go easy on then?”

He gave ne a long-suffering |look. “I’mnot nmuch in the
nood for teasing, but |

promse that | won’t yell again. And don’t you worry—’'m



not going to do

anything to upset Jane. | don’'t want her worrying about ne
when she shoul d be

t hi nki ng about tonorrow.”

| rose fromthe bed and rested a hand on his shoul der
before turning to | eave.

Noah, | knew, was angry with hinself. He'd spent the | ast
four years believing

that the swan was Al lie—-he' d needed to believe that she
would find a way to cone

back to hi m-but the swan’ s inexplicabl e di sappearance had
shaken his faith

prof oundl y.

As | left his room | could al nost hear him asking, Wat
i f the kids had been

right all al ong?

In the hallway, | kept this information to nyself. | did
suggest, however, that

It mght be best if they sinply et Noah do nost of the
tal ki ng and react as

naturally as possi bl e.

Bot h Kate and Jane nodded, and Jane |ed the way back

I nsi de. Noah | ooked toward

us. Jane and Kate stopped, waiting to be invited in
farther, not know ng what to

expect.

“H , Daddy,” Jane said.

He forced a smle. “H, sweetheart.”

“Are you doi ng okay?”

He gl anced at Jane and me, then at the tray of food that
had grown cold on the

bed. “I"mgetting a little hungry, but other than that,
I’m fine. Kate—would you

m nd . 7

“Sure, Daddy,” Kate said, stepping forward. “I’Il get you

sonet hi ng. How about

sone soup? O a ham sandw ch?”

“A sandwi ch sounds good.” He nodded. “And maybe a gl ass of
sweet tea.’

“I"l'l run down and get it for you,’
want a piece of chocol ate

cake, too? | heard they made it fresh today.”

“Sure,” he said. “Thank you. Oh—and |’ m sorry about how I
acted earlier. | was

Kate said. “Do you



upset and had no reason to take it out on you.”

Kate smled briefly. “It’s okay, Daddy.”

Kate shot ne a relieved | ook, though her concern was still
obvi ous. As soon as

she’d left the room Noah notioned toward the bed.

“Cnon in,” he said, his voice quiet. “Mke yourselves
confortable.”

As | crossed the room | watched Noah, wondering what was
goi ng on. Sonehow, |

suspected that he’ d asked Kate to | eave because he want ed
to talk to Jane and ne

al one.

Jane sat on the bed. As | joined her, she took nmy hand.
“I"m sorry about the

swan, Daddy,” she offered.

“Thank you,” he said. By his expression, | knew he would
say not hing nore about

it. “WIlson' s been telling ne about the house,
I nstead. “I hear it’'s

real ly sonething.”

Jane’s expression softened. “It’s like a fairy tale,
Daddy. It’s even prettier

than it was for Kate s weddi ng.
t hi nki ng that W1l son could

swi ng by and pick you up around five. |I knowit’'s early,
but it’Il give you a

chance to spend sone tinme at the house. You haven't been
there in a while.”

“That’s fine,” he agreed. “It’'ll be good to see the old
pl ace again.” He | ooked

fromJane to ne, then back to Jane again. He seened to
notice for the first tine

t hat we were hol di ng hands, and he sm | ed.

“l have sonmething for you both,” he said. “And if you
dont mind, I'd like to

give it to you before Kate gets back. She m ght not
under stand.”

“What is it?” Jane asked.

“Hel p nme up, would you?” he asked. “It’s in ny desk, and
it’s hard for nme to get

up after |1've been sitting for a while.”

| rose and reached for his arm He stood and gingerly
crossed the room After

openi ng his drawer, he renoved a wapped gift, then

he sai d

She paused. “W were



returned to his chair. The

wal k seened to have tired him and he wi nced as he sat
agai n.

“l had one of the nurses wap it yesterday,’
holding it out to us.

It was small and rectangul ar, draped in red foil, but even
as he presented it, |

knew what was inside. Jane, too, seened to know, for
nei t her of us reached for

it.

“Pl ease,” he said.

Jane hesitated before finally accepting it. She ran her
hand over the paper,

t hen | ooked up.

“But . . . Daddy . . . ,” she said.

“Open it,” he urged.

Jane popped the tape and fol ded back the paper; w thout a
box, the worn book was

I mredi ately recogni zable. So was the small bullet hole in
t he upper right

corner, a bullet that had been nmeant for himin Wrld War
1. It was Leaves of

Grass by Walt Wiitman, the book |'d brought to himin the
hospital, the book

that | could never imagine himwthout.

“Happy anni versary,” he sai d.

Jane held the book as if she were afraid it would break.
She gl anced at ne, then

back to her father. “W can't take this,” she said, her
voi ce soft, sounding as

choked up as | felt.

“Yes, you can,” he said.

“But . . . why?”

He gazed at us. “Did you know | read it every day while |
was waiting for your

non? After she left that sumer when we were kids? In a
way, it was like |I was

readi ng the poetry to her. And then, after we were
married, we used to read it

on the porch, just the way | imgined we woul d. W nust
have read every poem a

t housand tines over the years. There woul d be tines when
|’d be reading, and 1’d

| ook over and see your nomis lips noving right along with

he sai d,



m ne. She got to the

poi nt where she could recite all the poens by heart.”

He stared out the wi ndow, and | suddenly knew he was

t hi nki ng of the swan agai n.

“l can’t read the pages anynore,” Noah went on. “I just
can’t make out the

words, but it troubles ne to think that no one wll ever
read it again. | don’'t

want it to be a relic, sonething that just sits on the
shel f as sone sort of

menmento to Allie and ne. | know you' re not as fond of
Whitman as | am but of

all ny kids, you're the only two who read it fromcover to
cover. And who knows,

you m ght just read himagain.”

Jane gl anced down at the book. “I wll,” she pron sed.
“So wll I,” | added.

“I know,” he said, |ooking at each of us in turn. “That’s
why | wanted you both

to have it.”

After eating lunch, Noah | ooked as if he needed rest, so
Jane and | went back

hone.

Anna and Keith arrived in mdafternoon, Leslie pulled up
In the driveway a few

mnutes |ater, and we all stood around in the kitchen

t oget her, chatting and

joking, just like old tinmes. Wile we nmentioned the news
about the swan, we

didn't linger on the topic. Instead, with the weekend
calling, we piled into two

cars and headed out to Noah’s house. Like Jane the night
before, Anna, Keith,

and Leslie were amazed. They spent an hour touring the
garden and the house with

their nmouths agape, and as | stood near the stairs in the
living room Jane

noved cl ose and stood next to nme, beam ng. She caught ny
eye, nodded toward the

stairs, and wi nked. | |aughed. Wen Leslie asked what was
so funny, Jane pl ayed
| nnocent .

“Just sonet hi ng between your father and ne. Private joke.
On our way honme, | swung by the airport and picked up



Joseph. He greeted ne with

his usual, “Hey, Pop,” then—despite all that was going
on—added only, “You’ ve

| ost weight.” After grabbing his |uggage, he rode with ne
to Creekside to pick

up Noah. As al ways, Joseph was reticent in ny presence,
but as soon as he saw

Noah, he brightened consi derably. Noah, too, was pl eased
to see that Joseph had

come along. They sat in the backseat chatting, both of

t hem growi ng nore

ani mted as we nmade our way back hone, where they were
envel oped with hugs the

nonment they wal ked in the door. Soon, Noah was seated on
the couch with Leslie

on one side and Joseph on the other, sharing stories back
and forth, while Anna

and Jane chatted in the kitchen. The sounds of the house
were suddenly famliar

again, and | found nyself thinking that this was the way
it should al ways be.

Di nner was punctuated with | aughter as Anna and Jane
recounted the details of

the mad rush of the week, and as the evening wound down,
Anna surprised ne by

tappi ng her glass with a fork.

When the table grew silent, this is what she said:

“I"d like to nake a toast to Mom and Dad,” she said,

rai sing her glass. “Wthout

you two, none of this would have been possible. This is
goi ng to be the nobst

wonder f ul weddi ng anyone could ever want.”

When Noah tired, | drove himback to Creekside. The
corridors were enpty as |

wal ked himto his room

“Thank you again for the book,” | said, pausing at the
door. “That's the nost

special gift you could have given us.”

H s eyes, going gray with cataracts, seened to see through
me. “You're wel cone.”

| cleared ny throat. “Maybe she’' Il be there in the
norning,” | offered.

He nodded, knowi ng | neant well.

“Maybe,” he said.



Joseph, Leslie, and Anna were still sitting around the
tabl e when | got hone.

Kei th had gone hone a few mnutes earlier. Wien | asked
about Jane, they

gestured in the direction of the deck. Sliding open the
gl ass door, | saw Jane

| eani ng against the rail, and | noved to join her. For a
| ong nonment, we stood

t oget her enjoying the fresh sunmer air, neither of us
sayi ng anyt hi ng.

“Was he okay when you dropped himoff?” Jane finally
asked.

“As good as can be expected. He was tired by the end,

t hough.”

“Do you think he enjoyed tonight?”

“Wthout a doubt,” | said. “He | oves spending time with

t he kids.”

She gazed through the door at the scene in the dining
room Leslie was notioning

wi th her hands, obviously caught up in a hunorous story,
and both Anna and

Joseph were doubl ed over with |aughter, their hilarity
audi bl e even out si de.

“Seeing themlike this brings back nenories,” she said. “I
w sh Joseph didn’t

live so far away. | know the girls mss him They ve been
| aughing like that for

al rost an hour now.”

“Why aren’t you sitting at the table with then®?”

“I was until just a couple of mnutes ago. Wen | saw your
headl i ghts, | snuck

out si de.”

“\Nhy 2"

“Because | wanted to be alone with you,” she said, nudging
me playfully. “I

wanted to give you your anniversary gift, and like you
said, tonorrow m ght be a

little busy.” She slid a card toward ne. “l know it | ooks
small, but it wasn't

the sort of gift that | could wap. You' |l understand when
you see what it is.”

Curious, | opened the card and found the certificate

I nsi de.

“Cooking | essons?” | asked with a smle.



“I'n Charleston,” she said, |eaning close to ne. Pointing
to the certificate, she

went on. “The cl asses are supposed to be top-notch. See?
You spend a weekend at

the Mondori Inn with their chef, and he's supposed to be
one of the best in the

country. | know you’'re doing great on your own, but |

t hought you m ght have fun

trying your hand at | earning sonme new things. Supposedly,
they teach you how to

use a carving knife, how to know when the pan is properly
heat ed for sautéeing,

even how to garnish the dishes you serve. You know Hel en,
right? Fromthe choir

at church? She said it was one of the best weekends she
ever spent.”

| offered a quick hug. “Thank you,” | said. “Wen is it?”
“The classes are in Septenber and Oct ober—both the first
and third weekends of

each nont h—-so you can see how your schedul e’ s shaping up
bef ore you deci de.

Then, all you have to do is call.”

| exam ned the certificate, trying to i magi ne what the

cl asses woul d be |ike.

Wrried by ny silence, Jane said tentatively, “If you
don't like it, | can get

you sonet hi ng el se.”

“No, it’s perfect,” | reassured her. Then, frowning,

added, “There’s just one

t hi ng, though.”

“Yes?”

| slipped ny arns around her. “l1'd enjoy the classes nore
if we could take them

together. Let’s make a romantic weekend out of it.

Charl eston’s beautiful at

that tine of year, and we could have a great tine in the
city.”

“Do you nean it?” she asked.

Pul ling her close, | stared into her eyes. “lI can’t think
of anything |I’d rather

do. I'd mss you too nuch to be able to enjoy it.”
“Absence m ght nmake the heart grow fonder,” she teased.

“l don’t think that's possible,” | said, grow ng nore
serious. “You have no idea



how nmuch | | ove you.”

“COh, but | do,” she said.

Qut of the corner of ny eye, | saw the kids watching us as
| bent to kiss her,

feeling her lips as they |lingered against my own. In the
past, it m ght have

made ne sel f-conscious. Now, however, it didn't matter at
all.

Chapt er Ei ghteen

| was | ess nervous on Saturday norning than | antici pat ed.
Anna swung by after everyone was up and about and
surprised us wth her

nonchal ance as she ate breakfast with the famly.
Afterward, we all |ounged on

t he back deck, where tinme passed al nost in slow notion.
Per haps we were quietly

braci ng ourselves for the frenzy that would follow | ater

t hat afternoon.

More than once, | caught Leslie and Joseph watching Jane
and ne, apparently

transfi xed by the sight of us nudging each other playfully
or laughing at each

other’'s stories. Wile Leslie | ooked al nost

m sty-eyed—al nost |ike a proud

par ent —Joseph’ s expressi on was harder to deci pher. |
couldn’t tell whether he

was happy for us or whether he was trying to figure out
how | ong this new phase

m ght | ast.

Per haps their reactions were warranted. Unlike Anna, they
hadn’t seen us much

| ately, and no doubt each of them renenbered how we’d
treated each other the

| ast tinme they' d seen us together; indeed, when Joseph had
visited over

Chri stmas, Jane and | had barely spoken at all. And, of
course, | knew he stil

remenbered her visit to New York the year before.

| wondered if Jane noticed her children’ s puzzled
scrutiny. If she did, she paid

no attention to it. Instead, she regal ed Joseph and Leslie
W th stories about

t he weddi ng pl ans, unable to hide her delight at how well



It had cone together.

Leslie had a hundred questions and nearly swooned over
each romantic revel ati on;

Joseph seened nore content to listen in silence. Anna
chinmed in fromtine to

time, usually in response to a question. She was seated
next to nme on the couch,

and when Jane got up to refill the coffeepot, Anna watched
her not her over her

shoul der. Then, taking ny hand, she | eaned toward ny ear
and whi spered sinply,

“I can’t wait for tonight.”

The wonen of the famly had appointnents at the hair sal on
at one o’ clock and

were chatting like schoolgirls on the way out the door. As
for me, both John

Pet erson and Henry MacDonal d had called in m dnorning,
asking if | would be

wlling to neet themat Noah’s. Peterson wanted to check
how t he pi ano sounded,

whi |l e MacDonal d wanted to take a | ook at the kitchen and
the rest of the |ayout

to ensure dinner went snoothly. Both nmen prom sed to keep
the visit short, but |

assured themit wasn't a problem | had to drop sonething
off at the

house—sonet hing Leslie had left in her trunk—and was
headi ng over anyway.

Just as | was leaving, | heard Joseph enter the living
room behi nd ne.

“Hey, Pop. Mnd if | cone al ong?”

“Not at all,” | said.

Joseph stared out the window and said little on our drive
to Noah’s. He hadn’t

been there in years and seened to be sinply soaking up the
vi ew as we wound

along the tree-lined roads. Wiile New York Gty was
exci ti ng—and Joseph now

regarded it as home—+ could sense that he’d forgotten how
| ovely the | ow country

coul d be.

Slowing the car, | turned up the drive, then parked in ny
usual spot. Wen we

got out of the car, Joseph stood for a nonent, gazing at



t he house. It was

radiant in the high sumer light. Wthin hours, Anna,
Leslie, and Jane woul d be

upstairs, dressing for the weddi ng. The procession, we'd
deci ded, woul d begin

fromthe house; staring up at the second-fl oor w ndows, |
tried and failed to

| magi ne those final nonments before the weddi ng, when al

t he guests woul d be

seated and waiting.

When | shook nyself fromny reverie, | saw that Joseph had
noved fromthe car

and was heading in the direction of the tent. He wal ked

Wi th hands in his

pockets, his gaze roam ng over the property. At the
entrance to the tent, he

st opped and | ooked back at ne, waiting for ne to join him
We wandered silently through the tent and rose garden,
then into the house.

Wil e Joseph wasn’t visibly excited, | could sense that he
was as i npressed as

Leslie and Anna had been. \When he conpl eted the tour, he
asked a few questions

about the nmechanics of what had been done—the whos, whats,
and hows—but by the

time the caterer pulled up the drive, he’d grown silent
agai n.

“So what do you think?” | asked.

He didn't answer right away, but a faint smle tugged at
his |ips as he surveyed

the property. “To be honest,” he admtted at last, *“I
can’'t believe you pulled

it off.”

Followi ng his gaze, | flashed on how it had | ooked only a
few days earlier. “It

Is something, isn't it?” | said absently.

At ny answer, Joseph shook his head. “I’mnot just talking
about all this,” he

said, gesturing at the surroundi ng | andscape. “I’mtalking

about Mom” He

paused, making sure he had ny attention. “Last year, when
she cane up,” he went

on, “she was nore upset than |I’'d ever seen her. She was
crying when she got off



the plane. Did you know t hat ?”

My expression answered for ne.

He pushed his hands into his pockets and | ooked down at
the ground, refusing to

neet ny eyes. “She said she didn't want you to see her
that way, so she'd tried

to hold herself together. But on the flight . . . | guess
It finally got the
best of her.” He hesitated. “l nean, here | was, standing

in the airport waiting

to pick up my nom and she wal ks off the plane | ooking

| i ke sonmeone who’ d j ust

come froma funeral. | know | deal with grief every day at
nmy job, but when it’s

your own nom . ”

He trailed off, and I knew enough to say not hi ng.

“She kept nme awake until after m dnight the first night
she was there. Just kept

ranmbl i ng and crying about what was going on between you
two. And I'Il admt that

| was angry with you. Not just for forgetting the

anni versary, but for

everything. It’s |like you always viewed our famly as a
conveni ence that other

peopl e expected you to maintain, but you never wanted to
do the work required.

Finally, | told her that if she was still unhappy after so
many years, she m ght

be better off alone.”

| didn’t know what to say.

“She’s a great |ady, Pop,” he said, “and | was tired of
seeing her hurt. And

over the next few days, she recovered—a bit, anyway. But
she was still dreading

t he t hought of going back hone. She'd get this real sad
expressi on whenever it

cane up, so finally |I asked her to stay in New York with
me. For a while there,

| thought she was going to take me up on it, but in the
end, she said she

couldn’t. She said that you needed her.”

My throat constricted.

“When you told nme what you wanted to do for your
anniversary, ny first thought



was that | didn’t want anything to do with it. | wasn't
even | ooking forward to

com ng down this weekend. But last night . . .” He shook
hi s head and si ghed.

“You shoul d have heard her when you left to take Noah
home. She couldn’t stop

tal ki ng about you. She went on and on about how great
you’ ve been and how wel |

you' ve both been getting along lately. And then, seeing
the way you two ki ssed

on the deck . ”

He faced me with an expression bordering on disbelief and
seened to be seeing ne

for the first time. “You did it, Pop. | don’t know how,
but you did it. | don’'t

think 1’ve ever seen her happier.”

Pet erson and MacDonal d were right on tine, and as

prom sed, they didn't stay

long. | stored the itemthat had been in Leslie s trunk
upstairs, and on our way

home, Joseph and | stopped by the rental shop to pick up
two tuxedos—ene for

him the second for Noah. | dropped Joseph off at the
house before heading to

Creeksi de, since he had an errand to run before the
cerenony.

Noah was sitting in the chair as the | ate afternoon sun
streanmed t hrough the

wi ndow, and when he turned to greet ne, | knew i nmedi ately
that the swan hadn’t

returned. | paused in the doorway.

“Hell o, Noah,” | said.

“Hell o, WIlson,” he whispered. He | ooked drawn, as if the
lines in his face had

grown deeper overni ght.

“You doi ng okay?”

“Coul d be better,” he said. “Could be worse, though, too.”
He forced a smle as if to reassure ne.

“Are you ready to go?”

“Yeah,” He nodded. “1’'mready.”

On the drive, he didn’t nention the swan. Instead, he
stared out the w ndow as

Joseph had, and | left himalone with his thoughts.
Nonet hel ess, ny anti ci pation



grew as we neared the house. | couldn’'t wait for himto
see what we’d done, and

| suppose | expected Noah to be as dazzl ed as everyone

el se had been.

Strangely, however, he showed no reacti on when he got out
of the car. Looking

around, he finally offered the faintest of shrugs. “I

t hought you said you had

the place fixed up,” he said.

| blinked, wondering if 1'd heard himright.

“1 did.”

“Wher e?”

“Everywhere,” | said. “Cone on—tet ne show you the
garden.”

He shook his head. “lI can see it fine fromhere. It |ooks

like it always did.”

“Now, maybe, but you should have seen it |ast week,” |
sai d al nost defensively.

“I't was conpl etely overgrown. And the house .
He cut me off wwth a m schievous grin.
“Gotcha,” he said with a wink. “Now cone on—tet’s see what
you' ve done.”

We toured the property and house before retiring to the
porch swing. W had an

hour to oursel ves before we had to put on our tuxedos.
Joseph was dressed by the

time he arrived, and he was followed a few m nutes | ater
by Anna, Leslie, and

Jane, who'd cone straight fromthe salon. The girls were
gi ddy as they got out

of the car. Wl ki ng ahead of Jane, they quickly vani shed
upstairs, their dresses

fol ded over their arns.

Jane paused before ne, her eyes tw nkling as she watched

t hem go.

“Now renmenber,” she said, “Keith's not supposed to see
Anna bef orehand, so don’t

| et himgo up.”

“I won’t,” | prom sed.

“I'n fact, don’'t let anyone up. It’s supposed to be a
surprise.”

| held up two fingers. “I’Il guard the stairs with ny
life,” | said.

“That goes for you, too.



“I figured.”

She gl anced toward the enpty stairs. “Are you getting
nervous yet?”

“Alittle.”

“Me too. It's hard to believe that our little girl is al
grown up now, and that

she’s actually getting married.”

Though excited, she sounded a bit wstful, and | leaned in
to kiss her on the

cheek. She sm | ed.

“Listen—+’ve got to go hel p Anna. She needs hel p getting
into her dress—t’'s

supposed to be real snug. And |’'ve got to finish getting
ready, too.”

“I know,” | said. “I'"Il see youinalittle while.”

Over the next hour, the photographer arrived first,

foll owed by John Peterson

and then the caterers, all of them going about their

busi ness efficiently. The

cake was delivered and set up on the stand, the florist
showed up with a

bouquet, boutonni eres, and corsages, and just before the
guests were to arrive,

the mnister wal ked nme through the order for the
processi on.

Shortly, the yard began filling with cars. Noah and |
stood on the porch to

greet nost of the guests before directing themto the
tent, where Joseph and

Keith escorted the ladies to their chairs. John Peterson
was al ready at the

piano, filling the warmevening air with the soft nusic of
Bach. Soon, everyone

was seated and the mnister was in place.

As the sun began to set, the tent took on a nystical glow
Candl es flickered on

the tables, and caterers noved out back, ready to arrange
t he food.

For the first time, the event began to feel real to ne.
Trying to remain calm |

began to pace. The weddi ng woul d commence in | ess than
fifteen mnutes, and |

assuned that ny wife and daughters knew what they were
doing. | tried to



convince nyself that they were sinply waiting until the

| ast nonment to nmake

t heir appearance, but | couldn’t hel p peering through the
open front door at the

stairs every couple of mnutes. Noah sat in the porch

SwW ng, watching me with an

anmused expression.

“You | ook like a target in one of those shooting ganes at
the carnival,” he

said. “You know—-where the penguin goes back and forth?”

| unwinkled ny brow. “That bad?”

“I think you' ve worn a groove in the porch.”

Deciding it mght be better to sit, | started toward him
when | heard footsteps

com ng down the stairs.

Noah held up his hands to signal that he was staying, and
with a deep breath |

entered the foyer. Jane was noving slowy down the

stai rway, one hand gliding

across the banister, and all | could do was stare.

Wth her hair pinned up, she | ooked inpossibly glanorous.
Her peach satin gown

clung to her body invitingly, and her |ips were a gl ossy
pi nk. She wore just

enough eye shadow to accent her dark eyes, and when she
saw ny expression, she

paused, basking in nmy appreciation.

“You look . . . incredible,” |I managed to say.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

A nonment | ater, she was noving toward ne in the foyer. As
she appr oached,

caught a whiff of her new perfune, but when | |leaned in to
ki ss her, she pulled

away before | got close.

“Don’t,” she said, |aughing. “You Il snudge my |ipstick.”
“Real | y?”

“Really,” she said, and batted ny graspi ng hands away.
“You can kiss ne | ater—

prom se. Once | start crying, nmy nmakeup will be ruined
anyway. ”

“So where’s Anna?”’

She nodded toward the stairs. “She’s ready, but she wanted
to talk to Leslie

al one before she cane down. Sone |ast m nute bonding, |



guess.” She gave a

dreany smle. “l can’t wait for you to see her. | don’'t
think 1’ve ever seen a

nore beautiful bride. Is everything ready to go?”

“As soon as he gets the word, John will start playing the
processional nusic.”

Jane nodded, | ooking nervous. “Where’ s Daddy?”

“Ri ght where he’s supposed to be,” | said. “Don’t

wor ry—everything' s going to be

perfect. All that’'s left nowis the waiting.”

She nodded again. “Wat tine is it?”

| glanced at nmy watch. “Eight o' clock,” | said, and just
as Jane was about to

ask whet her she should go get Anna, the door creaked open
upstairs. W both

| ooked up at the sane tine.

Leslie was the first to appear, and |li ke Jane, she was the
pi cture of

| ovel i ness. Her skin had the dew ness of youth, and she
bounced down the stairs

with barely suppressed glee. Her dress was al so peach

col ored, but unlike

Jane’s, it was sl eevel ess, exposing the tawny nuscles in
her arnms as she gri pped

the railing. “She’s comng,” she said breathlessly.
“She’ll be down in a

second.”

Joseph slipped through the door behind us and noved

al ongsi de his sister. Jane

reached for my armand, surprised, | noticed that ny hands
were trenbling. This
was it, | thought, it all conmes down to this. And when we

heard the door open

upstairs, Jane broke into a girlish grin.

“Here she cones,” she whi spered.

Yes, Anna was com ng, but even then ny thoughts were only
on Jane. Standing

beside nme, | knew at that nonent that |’ d never |oved her
nore. My nouth had

gone suddenly dry.

When Anna appeared, Jane’'s eyes w dened. For just a
nonment, she seened frozen

unabl e to speak. Seeing her nother’s expression, Anna
descended the stairs as



qui ckly as Leslie had, one arm behi nd her back.

The dress she wore was not the one that Jane had seen her
wearing only m nutes

earlier. Instead, she wore the dress that |1'd delivered to
t he house this

nmorni ng—+ had hung it in its garnent bag in one of the
enpty closets—and it

mat ched Leslie’ s dress perfectly.

Bef ore Jane could sunmon the will to speak, Anna noved
toward her and reveal ed

what she’ d been hidi ng behind her back.

“I think you should be the one to wear this,” she said
sinmply.

When Jane saw the bridal veil Anna was hol di ng, she

bl i nked rapidly, unable to

bel i eve her eyes. “What's going on?” she demanded. “Wy
did you take your

weddi ng gown of f?”

“Because |'’mnot getting married,” Anna said with a quiet
smle. “Not yet,

anyway. ”

“What are you tal king about?” Jane cried. “OF course

you' re getting married.

Anna shook her head. “This was never ny wedding, Mom It’s
al ways been your

weddi ng.” She paused. “Wiy do you think I let you pick
everyt hing out?”

Jane seened i ncapabl e of digesting Anna’s words. |nstead,
she | ooked from Anna

to Joseph and Leslie, searching their smling faces for
answers, before she

finally turned to ne.

| took Jane’s hands in ny own and raised themto ny |ips.
A year of planning, a

year of secrets, had cone down to this nonent. | kissed
her fingers gently

bef ore neeting her eyes.

“You did say you'd nmarry ne again, didn't you?”

For a nonent, it seened as if the two of us were alone in
the room As Jane

stared at nme, | thought back on all the arrangenents |I’'d
made in secret over the

past year—a vacation at exactly the right tinme, the



phot ogr apher and caterer who

j ust happened to have an “opening,” weddi ng guests w t hout
weekend pl ans, work

crews able to “clear their schedule” in order to ready the
house in just a

coupl e of days.

It took a few seconds, but a | ook of conprehension slowy
began to dawn on

Jane’s face. And when she fully grasped what was

happeni ng—what this weekend was

truly all about-she stared at ne in wonder and di sbeli ef.
“My weddi ng?” Her voice was soft, al nost breathl ess.

| nodded. “The wedding | should have given you a long tine
ago.”

Though Jane wanted the details of everything here and now,
| reached for the

veil that Anna still held.

“I"l'l tell you about it at the reception,” | said, draping
It carefully over her

head. “But right now, the guests are waiting. Joseph and I
are expected up at

the front, so |I’ve got to go. Don't forget the bouquet.”

Jane’s eyes were pleading. “But . . . wait "

“I really can't stay,” | said softly. “I’mnot supposed to
see you bef orehand,

remenber?” | smled. “But I'll see you in just a few

m nut es, okay?”

| felt the guests’ eyes on ne as Joseph and | nade our way
toward the trellis. A

nmonment |ater, we were standi ng beside Harvey Wl li ngton,
the mnister |1'd asked

to officiate.

“You do have the rings, right?” | asked.

Joseph tapped his breast pocket. “Ri ght here, Pop. Picked
t hem up today, just

| i ke you asked.”

In the distance, the sun was sinking below the treeline,
and the sky was slowy

turning gray. My eyes travel ed over the guests, and as |
heard their nuted

whi spers, | was overcone by a surge of gratitude. Kate,
Davi d, and Jeff were

seated with their spouses in the front rows, Keith was
seated right behind them



and beyond them were the friends whom Jane and | had
shared for a lifetine. |

owed every one of themny thanks for naking all of this
possi bl e. Sonme had sent

pi ctures for the al bum others had hel ped nme find exactly
the right people to

help with the weddi ng plans. Yet ny gratitude went beyond
t hose things. These

days, it seened inpossible to keep secrets, but not only
had everyone kept this

one, they’ d turned out with enthusiasm ready to celebrate
this special nonent

In our lives.

| wanted to thank Anna nost of all. None of this would
have been possi bl e
Wi thout her willing participation, and it couldn’t have

been easy for her. She'd

had to watch every word she said, all the while keeping
Jane preoccupied. It had

been quite a burden for Keith, too, and | found nyself

t hi nki ng that one day, he

woul d i ndeed nmake a fine son-in-law. Wen he and Anna did
decide to get married,

| prom sed nyself that Anna woul d get exactly the kind of
weddi ng she wanted, no

matter what it cost.

Leslie had been an i nmense help, too. It was she who had
tal ked Jane into

staying in Geensboro, and she was the one who drove to
the store to buy Anna’'s

mat chi ng dress before bringing it hone. Even nore, it was
she | called upon for

i deas to make the weddi ng as beautiful as possible. Wth
her | ove of romantic

novi es, she’'d been a natural, and it had been her idea to
hire both Harvey

Vel | i ngton and John Pet erson.

Then, of course, there was Joseph. He had been the | east
excited of ny children

when I'd told himwhat | intended to do, but | suppose |
shoul d have expected

that. What | didn't expect was the weight of his hand on
nmy shoul der as we stood

beneath the trellis, waiting for Jane to arrive.



“Hey, Pop?” he whi spered.

“Yes?”

He smiled. “I just want you to know that |’ m honored that
you asked ne to be

your best man.”

At his words, ny throat tightened. “Thank you,” was all |
coul d say.

The wedding was all | hoped it would be. I'Il never forget
t he hushed excitenent

of the crowmd or the way people craned their necks to see
ny daughters naking

their way down the aisle; I'lIl never forget how ny hands
began to shake when |

heard the first chords of the “Wdding March” or how

radi ant Jane | ooked as she

was escorted down the aisle by her father.

Wth her veil in place, Jane seened |ike a |ovely, young
bride. Wth a bouquet

of tulips and miniature roses clasped |oosely in her
hands, she seened to glide

down the aisle. At her side, Noah beaned w th undi sgui sed
pl easure, every inch

t he proud fat her.

At the head of the aisle, he and Jane stopped and Noah
slowy raised her veil

After kissing her on the cheek, he whispered sonething in
her ear, then took his

seat in the front row, right next to Kate. Beyond t hem
coul d see wonen in the

crowd al ready dabbing their tears wth handkerchiefs.

Har vey opened the cerenony with a prayer of thanks. After
asking us to face each

ot her, he spoke then of |ove and renewal and the effort it
entail ed. Throughout

t he cerenony, Jane squeezed ny hands tightly, her eyes
never | eaving ny own.

When the tine cane, | asked Joseph for the rings. For
Jane, |’ d bought a di anond
anni versary band; for nyself, |’d bought a duplicate of

the one |1'd al ways worn,

one that seened to shine with the hope of better things to
COore.

W renewed the vows we had spoken | ong ago and slipped the
rings on each other’s



fingers. Wien the tinme cane to kiss the bride, | did so to
t he sounds of

cheering, whistles, and appl ause and an expl osi on of
camera fl ashbul bs.

The reception went on until mdnight. D nner was
magni fi cent, and John Peterson

was in wonderful formon the piano. Each of the children
offered a toast—as did

|, to offer ny thanks for what everyone had done. Jane
couldn’t stop smling.

After dinner, we noved away sone of the tables, and Jane
and | danced for hours.

In the nonents she took to catch her breath, she peppered
me with questions that

had pl agued nme during nost of my waki ng noments this week.
“What if soneone had let the secret slip?”

“But they didn’t,” | answered.
“But what if they had?”
“l don’t know. | guess | just hoped that if soneone did

slip, you d think you
heard them wong. O that you wouldn’t believe |I’d be
crazy enough to do such a

thing.”
“You put a lot of trust in a |ot of people.”
“I know,” | said. “And |’ mthankful they proved ne right.”

“Me too. This is the nost wonderful night of ny life.” She
hesitated as she

gl anced around the room “Thank you, W/Ison. For every
single bit of it.”

| put nmy arm around her. “You' re wel cone.”

As the clock edged toward m dni ght, the guests began to

| eave. Each of them

shook ny hand on the way out and offered Jane a hug. \Wen
Peterson finally

closed the Iid on the piano, Jane thanked hi m profusely.

| mpul sively, he kissed

her on the cheek. “1 wouldn’'t have m ssed this for the
worl d,” he said.

Harvey Wellington and his wife were anong the last to

| eave, and Jane and |

wal ked with them out onto the porch. Wen Jane thanked
Harvey for officiating,

he shook his head. “No need for thanks. There' s nothing
nore wonderful than



being part of sonmething like this. It’s what marriage is
all about.”

Jane smled. “I’'Il give you a call so we can all have

di nner together.”

“I"d like that.”

The kids were gathered around one of the tables, quietly
rehashi ng the eveni ng,

but other than that, the house was quiet. Jane joined them
at the table, and as

| stood behind her, | glanced around the roomand realized
t hat Noah had sli pped

away unnoti ced.

He’ d been strangely quiet nost of the evening, and I

t hought he m ght have gone

outside to stand on the back porch in the hope of being
alone. I’'d found him

there earlier, and to be frank, | was a little worried
about him It had been a
| ong day, and with the hour getting late, | wanted to ask

hi m whet her he want ed

to head back to Creekside. Wien | stepped onto the porch,
however, | didn't see

hi m

| was just about to go back inside to check the roons
upstairs when | spotted a

solitary figure standing by the bank of the river in the
di stance. How I was

able to see him |'ll never be sure, but perhaps | caught
si ght of the backs of

hi s hands noving in the darkness. Waring his tuxedo

| acket, he was ot herw se

|l ost in the nighttinme surroundi ngs.

| debated whether or not to call out, then deci ded agai nst
it. For sone reason,

| had the feeling that he didn’'t want anyone el se to know
he was out there.

Curious, however, | hesitated only briefly before making
nmy way down the steps.

| began noving in his direction.

Above nme, the stars were out in full, and the air was
fresh with the earthy

scent of the low country. My shoes nade soft scraping
sounds on the gravel, but

once | reached the grass, the ground began to sl ope,



gradual ly at first, then

steeper. | found it difficult to keep ny balance am d the
t hi ckeni ng vegetati on.
Pushi ng branches away fromny face, | couldn’'t figure out

why—er how-Noah had

gone this way.

Standing with his back to ne, he was whispering as |
approached. The soft

cadences of his voice were unnm stakable. At first |

t hought he was speaking to

me, but | suddenly realized that he didn't even know I was
t here.

“Noah?” | asked quietly.

He turned in surprise and stared. It took a nonent for him
to recognize nme in

the dark, but gradually, his expression relaxed. Standing
before him | had the

strange feeling that |’'d caught hi mdoing sonmet hing w ong.
“l didn’t hear you com ng. Wat are you doing out here?”

| smled quizzically. “I was about to ask you the sane
guestion.”

| nstead of answering, he nodded toward the house. “That
was sonme party you threw

tonight. You really outdid yourself. | don't think Jane
st opped smling al

ni ght |ong.”

“Thank you.” | hesitated. “Did you have a good tinme?”

“lI had a great tine,” he said.

For a nonment, neither of us said anything.

“Are you feeling okay?” | finally asked.

“Coul d be better,” he said. “Could be worse, though, too.”
“You sure?”

“Yeah,” he said, “l"msure.”

Per haps responding to my curious expression, he comment ed,
“I't’s such a nice

night. | thought | mght take a little tinme to enjoy it.”
“Down here?”

He nodded.

“\Nhy 2"

| suppose | should have guessed the reason he’'d risked the
clinb down to the

river’'s edge, but at the tinme, the thought didn't occur to
me.

“l knew she hadn’t left ne,” he said sinply. “And | want ed



to talk to her.”

“Who?”

Noah didn’'t seemto hear ny question. |Instead, he nodded
in the direction of the

river. “I think she cane for the wedding.”

Wth that, | suddenly understood what he was telling ne,
and | glanced at the

river, seeing nothing at all. My heart sank, and
overwhel med by a feeling of

sudden hel pl essness, | found nyself wonderi ng whet her the
doct ors had been right

after all. Maybe he was del usi onal —er maybe toni ght had

been too nmuch for him

When | opened ny nouth to convince himto cone back

i nsi de, however, the words

seened to lodge in ny throat.

For in the rippling water beyond him appearing as if from
nowhere, she cane

gliding over the noonlit creek. In the wld, she | ooked
maj estic; her feathers

were glowi ng al nost silver, and | closed ny eyes, hoping
to clear the inmage from

ny mnd. Yet when | opened them again, the swan was
circling in front of us, and

all at once, | began to smle. Noah was right. Though I
didn’t know why or how

it had cone, | had no doubt whatsoever that it was her. It
had to be. 1’'d seen

the swan a hundred tines, and even from a di stance,
couldn’t help but notice

the tiny black spot in the mddle of her chest, directly
above her heart.

Epi | ogue

St andi ng on the porch, with autum in full swing, | find
the crispness of the

evening air invigorating as | think back on the night of
our weddi ng. | can

still recall it in vivid detail, just as | can renenber
al | that happened during

the year of the forgotten anniversary.

It feels odd to know that it’s all behind nme. The
preparati ons had dom nated ny

t houghts for so long and I'd visualized it so many tines



that | sonetines feel

that |1’ve lost contact wwth an old friend, soneone with
whom |’ d grown very

confortable. Yet in the wake of those nenories, |’'ve cone
to realize that | now

have the answer to the question that |'d been pondering
when | first cane out

her e.

Yes, | decided, a man can truly change.

The events of the past year have taught ne nuch about
nyself, and a few

uni versal truths. | learned, for instance, that while
wounds can be inflicted

easily upon those we love, it’'s often nuch nore difficult
to heal them Yet the

process of healing those wounds provided the richest
experience of ny life,

| eading ne to believe that while |I’ve often overestimated
what | coul d

acconplish in a day, | had underestimted what | could do
in a year. But npbst of
all, | learned that it’s possible for two people to fal

in love all over again,

even when there’'s been a lifetinme of di sappoi nt nent

bet ween t hem

" mnot sure what to think about the swan and what | saw
that night, and | nust

admt that being romantic still doesn’t cone easily. It’s
a daily struggle to

rei nvent nyself, and part of nme wonders whether it al ways
will be. But so what?

| hold tight to the | essons that Noah taught me about | ove
and keeping it alive,

and even if | never beconme a true romantic |ike Noah, it
doesn’t nmean that |I'm

ever going to stop trying.
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