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CHAPTER
l 

 

Dear Sunflower101:

I saw your profile online and the minute I read it, I
realized you were the One. Is it possible?

Everyone tells me I'm a terrific guy. I'm fifty two, active,
lonely and still have a full head of hair. My interests include
hiking, magic, fine dining and riding my bike on the beach late at
night.

I'm a good man, Sunflower 101. You sound like you're a good
woman too, so why not give me a call? You won't be disappointed, I
promise. I'm a successful professional who's unencumbered. My
search has been tremendous, but I know it's coming to an end. How
about you? How come you're even reading my letter? Tell me all
about you?

     Hoping,

Greg

 

When Melvin finally left Sara, after twenty three years of 
marriage, she heaved an enormous sigh of relief. 

"Gone," she whispered as she leaned against the expensive front
door of their one hundred year old colonial home and watched him
walk down the brick path that led from the doorway to the curb, one
last time. As always, Melvin held his back exceedingly straight. He
walked with the air of undeniable authority that he carried with
him like a huge, black umbrella, for keeping off sudden rain.

 As Sara watched him depart she tossed her long, curly,
dirty blonde hair back off her face, determined never to cave in
again. At that instant Melvin spun around and yelled, "Damn it,
Sara, I know I left my passport in the dining room drawer. How come
I couldn’t find it anywhere?”

“Get another one,” she yelled back.

Melvin scowled. "I know you did something with it.”

“I threw it up a tree, Melvin. Right now it’s flying in the
wind.”

“See, that’s what I mean. Even a year ago, you wouldn’t have
said something like that.”

She bit her lip, holding back the tears. “Like what?”

“You’ve become a seriously off-kilter person and you’d better
face it before it's too late."

But Sara refused to face it one more time. “Is it up to me to
keep track of your passport, Melvin, to insist that trains run on
time, keep your shirts wrinkle free and  make sure old age
never comes?” She didn’t know if he could hear her and didn’t care.
She just turned her back abruptly then, as if to completely reverse
the direction her life had taken since they met when she was
seventeen years old.

It's in the pocket of your old raincoat, Melvin, she
remembered suddenly. As the picture of his gnarled passport struck
her, Sara wanted to fly down the pathway, grab his stubborn
shoulders and shake them. Wake up, Melvin! she wanted to yell.
Leaving me for her won't make you happy. Damn. She's only twenty
four years old!

But as she tried to call out, her voice caught, grew garbled,
stuck in the pit of her throat. This only irritated Melvin
further.

"Speak up!" he yelled.

The words wouldn't come.

"All right," his voice grew gravelly, "I'll order another
passport! Only do me a favor - turn around and smile if you can. I
do not want my last memory to be of your back arched in fury."

Sara turned. She felt no fury, only the longing to stop the
pillage of time that had wreaked its havoc upon them. Out of
respect for their last moment together, she did her best to smile,
but couldn't. It's good that he's going, she intoned to
herself. She'd been repeating that phrase, like a mantra, these
past weeks as he packed. Standing there, Melvin looked tall,
stately, almost as handsome as when she met him twenty three years
ago. He had a way of not aging, with his craggy jaw and hazel
eyes.

"Good-bye, Melvin," she finally managed.

He nodded in his clipped style, turned and flew, with his
ridiculous umbrella, into his shiny, new, red convertible. Then he
revved the engine, turned up the radio and before she realized what
was happening, took off down the block in a whir of gas fumes,
taking huge chunks of Sara's life with him.

Melvin, she thought as she watched the car disappear
around the corner, you're leaving for a passing fling. She's
only a kid. You'll get bored in a month. It'll amount to
nothing.

It's good that he's going, she intoned again. She'd
repeated that phrase as she'd exercised, did yoga postures, cleaned
the house, and sat at the desk of law office she’d worked for, for
the past 7 years  as a para-legal, who could do no wrong, At
least her tremendously overweight boss, Sam Helder, appreciated
everything last thing she did. Over and over he told her she had a
safe haven with him.

Sara turned back to the house and the moment she did, saw Abel,
their youngest son, barely ten, peering through the huge, slated
blinds that covered the front window that ran from ceiling to
floor. She was stunned to realize he'd been watching everything.
Upon seeing her turn, he backed away from the window, opened the
front door and stepped outside.

"It finally happened," he said.

"Dad will be back for visits, sweetheart," she said, her stomach
clenching into a knot. 

"Some dads leave forever," Abel said.  

Sara looked down at him. She wanted to place the stray lock of
hair on his forehead back where it belonged.

The two of them stood in a moment of silence as Matt, the eldest
son, sixteen, dark haired and angular - a lot like Melvin - walked
through the open front door and joined Abel on the step. "Dad
finally did it?" he asked.

"For now," Sara said.

"Where do we go from here?" Abel piped up.

"We don't go anywhere, stupid," Matt replied. "We stay right
here and wait for dad to visit. He said he'd be back once a week.
Right?"

A long silence claimed them all.

"He said that, didn't he?" Matt repeated, as the huge, red maple
in their front yard shivered in the passing breeze.

Chloe, eighteen, the only daughter, blonde and willowy, walked
out of the house and straight to Sara's side.

"Maybe dad will come every week and maybe he won't," she chimed
in.

Sara said nothing, just let the whirl of words in her mind wind
down to a soft rumble, as she stood there alone with three half
grown children, one pet canary, and a pile of mixed memories that
stuck in her heart.

*

One week to the day after he left, Melvin came to visit,
gathering the children and taking them out for Chinese food, movies
and then back to his new apartment which, the kids told Sara, he'd
decorated in all blue and green. After the outing, he dropped them
off in front of the house while Sara stood watching at the big
picture window. One by one they piled out of the car, waving
good-bye, and marched single file up the walkway to a half-empty
home, looking more sullen than usual.

"How did it go?" Sara asked as they walked in.

"Dad says he can have all the blue and green he wants now," Matt
said. "He's relieved."

"Big deal," Abel commented, crunching a fortune cookie he'd
stuffed in his pocket.

"Dad said you always hated blue and green mixed together," Matt
continued. "He said it made you sea sick."

"Not sea sick," Sara answered. "I always loved the ocean."

"He said whatever he liked made you sick."

"Dad re-writes history," Sara insisted.

"Is that all you have to say for yourself?"

"Am I on trial?" she pleaded as they all trailed off separately
to their rooms.

Sara returned to the dining room and curled up on the beige,
leather sofa, wrapped around the wall. Over the past few years, as
the children grew older, she made the house more inviting, 
more open to their friends, who stopped in unannounced. She had
turned the dining room into a sitting room, put a sprawling couch
along it, and tossed at least twenty red, orange, plum and burgundy
textured cushions all over it. That had irritated Melvin.  It
also bothered him that the den too, was often occupied by hordes of
teenagers, who filled the house with the din of  music,
chatter and high spirits.  This did not disturb her in the
least.  She found the rumble of life that went on beneath her
was oddly soothing. Sara never noticed how unbearable it was for
Melvin.

"They're locusts," Melvin used to come upstairs and cry out.
"There's no place for me.”

Sara had little patience for that. “So, go sit in the upstairs
den,” she scowled. That was a spot Melvin used to love sitting in,
working on model airplanes.

“No. Make them go somewhere I don't have to see them," Melvin
scowled. “I don't like being the oldest one around."

"What’s wrong with the years passing?" You don’t want to see our
children growing?"

"What kind of ridiculous comment is that?" he yelled. 

As the children got older, Melvin scoured magazines and
newspapers for articles on muscle building, herbs for youth, and
old favorites. As the years piled their weight upon Melvin, he had
grown more sensitive to aging, refusing the toll it would took on
him. He played ball harder, stayed out later, worked out longer
hours in the gym. After his workout he'd come home and flex his new
muscles for Sara, but  the sight of Melvin's bulging muscles
had left her cold.

"Look at this," he'd demand.

"Very nice."

"You don't mean it. You couldn't care less," he'd sulk away.

Like separate stalks, they grew apart. As Melvin spent longer
hours at the gym, Sara spent longer hours at the office, cleaning
up old files, bringing cases home. Then, one night, arriving home
late with Melvin gone, it struck her that a vast new space
stretched before her. A half moon in the sky grazed through the
trees and into her window, winking at her as she pondered what
would become of her and Melvin now.

It was time to take things apart and put them back together
differently. Sara was not one to hide from reality. A master of
detail she handled minute facts  impeccably, could be counted
on for precision and timeliness.

Now, with even a hint of trouble coming, Sara had a strong
foreboding that new action would be needed soon. The later Melvin
stayed out at night, the more she  spent time out with the
girls and returned to an old love, pottery. Before long, she was
spending more time alone in the shed, working with clay and
studying Raku techniques that fascinated her. She'd attended
workshops, met new friends, and told Melvin about them. He answered
that those were the types of people who made him ill. She accepted
their differences, but Melvin could not.

"I'm not comfortable here anymore," he complained. Why are you
always in that damn shed? Who are these new friends you're hanging
out with? This is definitely not what I bargained for."

"Nobody gets what they bargained for," Sara'd said as she'd
cleared the dinner table.

"My mother's house wasn't like this," he'd persisted, his thin,
upper lip trembling. "Her house was perfect."

Melvin's mother's home had been orderly, clean, and sensible;.
Sara's was strewn with odd people, huge plants, garish cushions,
and couches in all the wrong places.

"I don't understand you anymore. You're growing stranger every
day. Spending hours alone in that shed. And your pottery's
peculiar.  I don't care what people say and I have no idea why
they buy it."

As she'd plopped the dishes in the soapy sink water, Sara had
realized there was little about her that Melvin could bear. She
could not turn the clock back, though, or curl up inside their old,
safe cocoon. 

"You've changed too, Melvin," she'd said, rinsing the sticky
dishes.  

"I finally realized what's gone wrong. You invite chaos," he'd
said, as if he'd found a strand of gold he'd been searching for.
"You live off chaos. Ever think of that?"

If only she'd realized he was flailing about, searching for a
reason to walk out the door, she might have been ready when
suddenly she saw his jaw tighten.

"Sara," he'd begged, "you were not like this when I met you.
This is not what I bargained for!"

In a flash Sara had realized their time together was
crumbling;

"You're nothing like you were in the beginning," he'd intoned,
as if life's changes had betrayed him.

"Nothing is, Melvin!"

For a moment he'd faltered. Despite himself, he knew Sara loved
him and he loved her too. It wasn't enough, though, and neither of
them had any idea how to stop the withering of life between
them.

"Why can't things go back to the way they were?" he'd pleaded,
trying to regain the semblance of a life they'd lost years ago.

"I don't know," she'd answered, her fingers dripping dirty
water.

Melvin's eyes had watered, too, and Sara had thought he was
saddened. But thinking about it now, she realized that by then he'd
met Alicia. At that time Sara had no idea about her; she'd felt
certain the bond of children they shared would hold them forever in
equilibrium. Deep within the vestigial part of herself, she still
believed in the unshakable order of human life and unbreakable ties
carved by family.

"I can't live this way anymore," he'd finally announced

two nights later, as he walked in the door, home from work late.
His tie had been crumbled and his eyes had darted, looking for
something to fix on. They finally fixed on Sara.

"Look at yourself, for God sake," he'd said. "Look at your nails
- they're crumpled and wretched." 

Despite herself, Sara had looked at her hands. They had been a
little scruffy around the edges from working with clay. As she'd
looked at her hands, she'd realized Melvin was simply looking for a
way out of this worn-out, run-down marriage. The day before she had
heard vague rumors from a friend that he was spotted in Manhattan,
walking arm in arm with a young girl. At first she hadn't believed
a word of it. It seemed silly, especially as the girl was
supposedly twenty-four, with flaming red hair, pink lipstick, and a
size twenty two waist.

But that night the news registered. Sara had surveyed Melvin
keenly, looking for evidence.

"You're home so late," she'd said quietly.

"I'm tired, Sara. To the bone. Give me a break."

A vein had stuck out in his neck above the expensive blue shirt
he was wearing. That had done it.

”You’ve got it, Melvin,” Sara said.




  

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

Dear Sunflower 101,

Why haven't you answered my email? It's been a week
and  I still haven't heard from you.. I'm guessing you're on a
vacation of some kind, or haven't had time to open my letter. Maybe
you haven't gotten it yet?

Time is a funny thing, isn't it?  Sometimes one person
is waiting for an answer and the other doesn't even realize they
exist. But when the moment is right, the letter gets opened. I'm a
patient man, Sunflower, that's one thing you're going to find
out.

Hoping to be yours,

 Greg

 

Now that Melvin was gone, wherever Sara went her daughter Chloe
was two steps behind - in the kitchen stirring soup, pulling weeds
in the garden, behind the French doors of her lilac bedroom. Sara
would turn, and there she was.

"Have I got a self appointed chaperon?" Sara asked, startled one
day to see Chloe leaning on the wall outside her bedroom door.

Chloe pranced in. "Someone has to keep an eye out for you."

Sara wavered between laughing and crying. She'd been struggling
to maintain the mother's role, but it was fast eroding since Melvin
had dashed off in his shiny convertible. It was clear that Chloe
now saw them as two equal women, on the verge of turning into
friends. That worried Sara. Chloe still needed a strong mother
behind her, a mountain she could lean against should she suddenly
topple. A mountain like that was every daughter's birthright, Sara
realized - and every son's. She was determined to be that, no
matter how she felt.

Chloe plopped down on the edge of Sara's patchwork quilt and
tossed her blonde, silky hair out of her eyes.

"You're not yourself since dad left, mom."

Chloe had said this several times already. Sara tried to brush
it off, but she was determined.

"You stop in the middle of sentences, work with your clay until
almost midnight… and there's a strange look in your eyes.  We
all notice it. Disoriented."

"Re-orienting," Sara answered. "Getting a feeling for a new
life."

"Nah, ma. You're lonely. We all think you need someone."

"Everyone thinks something," Sara quipped, unwilling to
acquiesce to the pressure fast building around her to find a new
partner, to fit nicely into the parade of life that went down the
avenue of time, two by two. She didn't want that. She needed time
to understand how loneliness worked, why and when it accosted her,
and how to get out of its web.

Chloe sat on the edge of the bed and pouted.

"You know this is affecting all of us. It would be easier if you
reacted like everyone else. Then we all wouldn't be so afraid."

That stopped Sara.

"Who's everyone else?" Sara felt pressured to make all of them
happy, dispel fears, fulfill their images of how a mother ought to
behave. But she couldn't. 

"Do you realize you haven't gone out with one guy since dad
left? It's been almost three months! Before we turn around it'll be
New Year's. Are you planning to stay home alone?"

Sara sat down on the bed beside her.

"I'm sorting through memories, darling," she said. "I need some
time."

"I've heard this before, mom. It doesn't go over."

Attempting to regain any authority she could muster, Sara rose,
leaned over the bed and fluffed the pink, purple and crimson
checkered cushions that were scattered everywhere.

"A person has to be ready to start over," Sara continued, "to
make sense of what happened."

"Fancy excuses," said Chloe, standing almost as tall as Sara.
"Who really makes sense of anything?"

Chloe took a big gulp of air, and plunged forward, like a train
headed for a destination from which there was no turning back.

"I have something to tell you."

Sara suddenly felt afraid. "Not bad news about 
school?"

Chloe flipped her chin upwards bravely. "No."

"It's Berta," Sara grabbed at anything. "She put your cashmere
sweater in the wash again?"

"Mom, there's news in the family."

Sara's palms grew damp as a stream of cold air came in through
the window, wafting over the two of them. 

"It's about dad," Chloe said.

Stop, Sara wanted to say.

"He's not coming back. He doesn't want to. He told me to tell
you."

The room started spinning and a warm fury began to rise through
Sara's chest. Melvin told Chloe and not her? What right did he have
to impose that on her?

"He said he knows for sure now," Chloe continued. "Three months
have gone by. Dad's happy. As happy as he can be. Alicia's not that
bad either. She's simple minded, but Matt's decided she's good for
dad. He's relieved about it. And what about you? Have you dated
even once?"

"Thank you for telling me," Sara stood up to signal that the
conversation was over. She was trembling inside, but showed
nothing.

"Wait a minute, mom." Chloe stood up too and spoke faster.
"There's more. Alicia is moving in with him." 

A sharp pain slid through every bone of Sara's body. For a
moment her voice vanished; then it returned feebly. "Really?"

"Really," Chloe said softly.

Sara's eyes filled with tears.

"Are you okay with that, Chloe?"

Chloe flipped her chin up bravely.

"Why shouldn't I be? Lots of girl's fathers marry younger women
- the same age as them, practically. Daughters deal with it. They
have to."

Sara reached out to hold Chloe, but Chloe took a step back. She
didn't want comfort, she wanted strength.

"And their mothers deal with it, too," Chloe continued. "They
have to. They go on!"

Warm, splashy tears stung Sara's face.

"For my sake, mom - please go on!"

Chloe left Sara alone to absorb the news. She stood there, not
knowing who to call. Her mother was out of the question, and she
had been on the phone with her friends these past few nights. They
had enough trouble of their own; they didn't need to hear this.
Most of her friends were married and busy with their own lives.
Sara stood quietly while tears played with the edge of her face and
the afternoon sun sliced through the window, checkering her face
and arms. She stood like that for what seemed an hour, but when
Chloe pranced back into the room and she looked at the clock, only
ten minutes had passed.  

"Thank you for telling me," Sara garnered her strength. "It must
have been hard."

Chloe nodded. Sara looked at her closely. "It's definite?"

"Yes, it is, and you should be glad. The truth is, we're
relieved, mom. All of us."

As she talked, Chloe started pacing around the room with the
rhythm of a young colt. "When you said good-bye to dad you did the
right thing. Your marriage was over years ago. It was obvious to
everyone. My friends used to say, your mom is so pretty, why is she
staying here like this?"

Sara paled. "Like what?"

"With a man so obviously not in love with her… The two of you
were never meant for each other. I'm telling you this because I
love you. We all do. Abel and Matt both agree with everything I
say. You're a beautiful woman, mom."

Sara reached for a lavender cushion and played with its fringes.
"I am?"

"Mom," Chloe caught it mid-air, "we want you start dating
immediately! There are thousands of guys out there. Tons are single
- or about to be!"

Despite herself Sara laughed.

Chloe grabbed a cushion and threw it at Sara. Then she reached
into her pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper.

"We prepared this for you. Think of it as a holiday present. A
great way to start the new year. Here it is. Look!"

Sara took the paper. On it was written in a very firm hand:

Extremely vibrant, unusual woman, ready for adventure,
seeking a flexible man.

Sara's eyes opened wide. "Who's this for?"

"You!"

Sara clenched the paper and looked more closely. The kids had
written some kind of ad, God knows if they'd already placed it.
Thousands could be reading it. Visions of men on barstools, in
coffee shops, in offices and bachelor apartments reading her ad
streamed across Sara's mind.

 "It's too soon," Sara cried.

"You can do it. Wanda did, so did Iris. What about Gillian? She
had a good time. Wanda met Thomas through an ad."

Sara felt like throwing it away, but something stopped her.
Perhaps it was the gleam in Chloe's eyes, or the realization that,
indeed, she had no plans for New Year's. Suddenly Chloe seemed a
reflection of what she could have become had life played a
different tune through her.

"Mom, how can I leave for school in the Fall when I'm thinking
of you sitting alone? You need courage. A woman can't express all
of herself without the right man at her side."

"Where'd you get that?" Sara thought of the battle that women of
her generation had waged in the name of independence, and here her
own daughter was dragging her backwards in time.

"I'm not talking about every woman, obviously," Chloe broke in.
She was too smart to let it go by. "But a woman like you, who has
lived her whole life only for love!"

Sara's legs went wobbly. "What do you mean lived only for
love?"

"Only for love. Taking care of us all - dad - your children,
their friends, your friends, your mother… " Chloe pursed her mouth.
"Write your own ad if you don't like this one. Call your single
friends and do it together. There'll be a ton of answers. You'll
see."

Sara stared at the paper.

"Do it for us! Will you?" Chloe pleaded.

Despite every thought that rose to the contrary, Sara smoothed
the paper and looked at it more closely.

"Give me a minute. Let me see exactly what you kids wrote
down."

Thankfully, Chloe left the bedroom. Sara took the ad and placed
it on top of her grandmother's antique chest. Sara loved the chest
- it kept memories of her stately grandmother close at hand. Then
she opened the bedroom windows to let the chilly air into the room.
It felt good. Winter was almost here, the air stung with the
promise of snow. She looked out the window and saw the boys cutting
wood for the fireplace, a job their father had always done. It was
then Sara felt the loss of Melvin most keenly.  At that moment
she longed to bring someone strong into the family for them to cut
wood with, shovel the path, break in their new baseball gloves in
the Spring.

The ad on top of the chest seemed like a strange intruder,
though - a harbinger of trouble. Perhaps she would feel better if
she wrote her own. At dinner when she and the children were seated
around the table she said, "thanks for writing that ad. I
appreciate you're doing it."

"We'd feel better if you'd go and look," Matt said.

"Like I'd look for a house or a new car?" Sara burst out. "What
exactly do I look for? Someone thin, handsome, intelligent? You
make a shopping list for love that way? Love comes like a gift. Not
a dinner menu."

"You're overly romantic," Chloe said, exasperated. "And at your
age, too. My God, mom, your generation! Crazy. All of you."

Sara had to agree that her generation must seem lost and
disheveled. She got up, filled a large platter with vegetables, and
took out of the ice box some chicken, and the bowl of potato salad
with pimentos, Berta had prepared. Sara realized that most of her
kid's friends had parents who were divorced. Some of her own
friends had become single these past few years, women she'd known
through years of child-rearing and home-making. Women in marriages
that seemed like rocks. It was an epidemic, like leaves falling off
old trees.

Sara was gripped with a longing to apologize to her children for
not bringing them into a world as unshakable as her parents used to
be.

"We all think it would be a good idea if you put the ad in,"
Matt repeated.

"Because Alicia is moving in with dad?" Sara finally said. "Is
that the reason?"

A taut silence fell over them.

"Let her move in," Abel said. "What do we care?"

"Alicia's good for dad," Matt insisted.

"Yeah, and an ad's good for you," Chloe said. "Everyone's
splitting and doing it. What's the big deal?"

Sara suddenly had a vibrant image of families splitting and
reforming into odd new shapes at a moment's notice.

"Then what happens?" Sara asked softly.

"What happens to what?" Matt asked.

"What happens to how we used to be?"

"How we used to be is over," Chloe flatly said.

 

(The full book is available on amazon.com, (kindle), and
bn.com)
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	Confinement
(2011)
Set in an experimental hospital for the criminally insane in the
1950s, CONFINEMENT is loosely based on the author’s one year
residency in a psychiatric center, when lobotomies and other
equally cruel treatments were rampant, and when the
highly-experimental “Insulin Therapy” was in vogue.

Duffino, an attractive girl in her early 20s, is sent to a
mental hospital when she refuses to defend herself at trial for the
highly publicized, gang-related murder of her boyfriend’s rival.
Refusing to speak, Duffino is ordered locked-up until she’s willing
to talk.

The richness of the story unfolds with Duffino’s relationship to
the other inmates, all in for violent crimes, including her obese
roommate, Charlotte, sentenced for murdering a nun. Charlotte
becomes obsessed with Duffino, and will not let up until she
speaks.The inmates slowly come to learn why they did the crimes
they did, as they make us question the true nature of guilt.

Between the horrifying treatments, the group therapy sessions,
the flashbacks to violent crimes, the question of whether Duffino
will talk, and the constant hope of escape, CONFINEMENT is a
page-turning psychological thriller, in the vein of One Flew Over
the Cuckoo’s Nest.

{This is a 20 page excerpt from the first chapter of the novel.
The complete novel, 200 more pages, is available for sale on Amazon
(Kindle) and Barnes & Noble (Nook) for 99 cents.}
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