SHORT STORY: WHERE’S BARNABY? BY WENDY SHEEHAN 1

Wendy-

You've taken a setting and created a plot around it. The cold isolation of a coastal island
is similar (o the life you've described for Muriel. She began as a spinsterish lady who was lifted
out of her isolation to become a necessary part of a difficult family. She did the job, but her
reward was a slap in the face. Now she is alone again with some decisions to make.

All that is fine. For me, there were some problems with the presentation. Here we go:

1. In the first 5 pages we, the readers, have to sort out Manny, Barnaby, Tony, Todd,
Matt, and Kathy. Then there's Mirabelle — in my mind, she'’s the clearest one of the
bunch.

1 found confusion in the homes that they were living in. It might just be me.

There's the info overload that deals with the past. It's not the where we are, it’s the

when we are. If you could reorganize the chronology a bit, it might help.

4. Then there’s the biggest problem here. Other than Mirabelle, we meet none of the
characters. Successful authors present the characters so we, the readers, get to know
and understand them, and not just hear about them through a distant narration. Slow
down and let the characters live with actions and dialogue. Give us some scenes with
Muriel interacting with her husband, the kids, the people in towh. So far, your
characters have potential. They need to inflate to three dimensions.

You have a lot to think about, but it will be worth it.

Keep with this project. It has promise.

Enjoy your characters and let them live

Good luck

Dave

W

Summary: death of husband leads middle aged woman to change the direction of her
life
(Given this summary, I immediately think, “This has been done a million times.” That

said, let's see how you can use your writing chops to throw a unique insight into this well used
plot line.)

When Muriel Perriera was fifty eight, her husband Manny, mayor of Shallow Bay,
dropped dead in front of a crowd in the Elks hall. Once the shock wore off and Manny’s kids
went back to their own lives, Muriel took stock of her life and decided that suicide was an

option. Without Manny, life was not worth living.
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The kids, all five of them, were Ais kids, not hers, and couldn’t care less if she lived or
died. Muriel would have liked to get a job, and had once been head librarian in town, but those
days were long in the past. While Manny had been mayor, one of the town departments would
have taken her on, if they could have gotten past the issue of nepotism, but not now. She was old
news.

Her phone seldom rang, condolence letters had dwindled, and everyone’s attention was
on the new mayor. Manny’s kids had disappeared. Even her favorite, Barnaby, had gone back to
his landscaping business. Now that the rainy days of May had caused her grass to shoot up,
where was Barnaby? He’d always taken care of the lawn, now a tangled, weedy mess. She would
have to get out the lawn mower and hedge trimmer and do the work herself.

Muriel realized that if she was going to kill herself, she’d have to see a lawyer about
drawing up a will. She’d leave her house to the Historical Society. Her antique gem, high on the
bluff overlooking the harbor, was worth a fortune in today’s real estate market. If Manny’s kids
thought she’d leave the house to them, they should think again. (Maybe something about the
legal ownership of the house. The kids are entitled to half, I think. Later, suggested that there is a
larger house. Manny's?)

Muriel made herself a cup of tea and thought back to the early days of her life with
Manny. His first wife had died and left him with the five kids. A grandmother, and then an aunt,
had stepped in, and when they had left for their more peaceful lives, Manny went looking for a
wife. She had to be mature, with no kids of her own, and a woman born and bred on the island of
Shallow Bay, because she had to understand the ways of Islanders. People who lived on this cold
little island off the coast of New England (Maybe more specific. Off the coast of Maine ’) were a

peculiar breed, difficult to define, and his wife had to be one of them. Finally, she had to have
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the broad back and the hefty shoulders of a workhorse (70 do what? Raise the kids? Farm
chores? Vague but important detail.).

Muriel Peyton fit the bill. He found her standing behind the circulation desk in the
library. She was taking no nonsense from a group of adolescent boys that, to his surprise,
included his own sons, Tony and Todd, who were snickering over pictures of naked women in a
National Geographic magazine. Manny knew right away that Muriel was just what he needed.

She was forty three at the time, an old maid by Island standards, and they married
quickly. (How old is he?) She rolled up her sleeves and went to work to bring order to the
chaotic Perreira household. She’d already known Barnaby, the youngest at age seven. Barnaby
loved the library, and he’d spent many a cold Saturday afternoon there, huddled over a stack of
picture books. When Muriel became his stepmother, he climbed onto her lap, a picture book in
his hands. The poor, mother-starved little boy loved Muriel, and Muriel loved him. (Seven-year-
old climbing on her lap with a picture book? Seems odd. Is the kid intellectually dis-
advantaged?)

Did she already own the house? Did they move in? Did she accept the responsibility of
raising all the kids? Was there a pre-nup? All this needs fo be hacked out.)

Not so with the other kids. Matt, fifteen, began to hang out with a bad crowd. Sullen,
angry Matt, when not in school, was at someone else’s house, and when he had to be home, he
walked under a black cloud. Muriel taught him how to cook, and when he was a few years older,
a high end seafood restaurant took him on. Tony and Todd, the eleven year old twins, were a
handful, sassy and rude and running all over the island looking for trouble. When Muriel tried to
rein them in, they shouted, “You’re not our mother! You can’t tell us what to do!”

“We’ll see about that,” Muriel had answered.
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She turned them into Tom Sawyer boys and put them to work painting the shed. There
was never an end to the work that needed to be done on Manny’s house, and her list of chores
kept the boys busy.

Spoiled Kathy, Manny’s thirteen year old princess, was Muriel’s biggest challenge. No
stepmother on earth could ever meet her own mother’s level of beauty, patience and
understanding. Muriel had overheard Kathy say to her cousin, “If Dad had to get married again,
why did he have to pick that ugly old stick? She’s even older than him!”

Older, yes, but only by two years.

Muriel set down rules, established order, and Manny backed her up every time. He’d
fallen in love with his new wife, much to his surprise.

Months went by and soon Barmaby had slid off Muriel’s lap, never to return. He became a
cub scout and entered the world of boys, a place far more exciting than the land of picture books
and fairy tales.

After five years of battles, Kathy married Michael Gomes, and was gone. Peace reigned.

\}\ When all the kids had grown up and left, Manny had sold his house and they’d moved
Y in\t)o Muriel’s small, historic home up on the bluff. Now Manny was gone, too, and she was right
back where she’d started, alone, but without a job, without even a family.

Where were they all? Where was Barnaby? (/'m getting confused with all the names
coming and going. I thought they were living in her house. Now she’s back in her own house.
after Manny sold his house.)

Muriel was a believer in life after death. She knew Manny awaited her on the other side.
It was up to her to take that crucial step: A sip of rat poison? Jump off the bluff? An overdose of

something or other? What did it matter?
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A knock on the door, and there stood Mirabelle Lewis, island busybody, snoop and, as
Manny had once put it, up to no good.

She stepped(barged, uninvited?) into the house. “Hello, dear, just wondering how you’re
doing.”

They had known one another since their high school days, but they had never been
friends. Mirabelle had run with a fast crowd, and had never given Muriel a second look until
years passed and Muriel married the mayor.

Mirabelle made herself comfortable on the couch, and her eyes swept over the room,
taking in the old beams, the paneled walls and the charming corner cupboards, all witnesses to
generations of Peytons for nearly two hundred fifty years.

“What are your plans, dear?” Mirabelle asked. “Are you going to stay on here? This
house must be a lot of work for you. You know, there are some lovely condos down on Water
Street. I should think, at your age, you’d want to be closer to the shops.”

She’s up to something.

Mirabelle’s husband Gus was in real estate. He'd sent his wife to test the waters, looking
Jor a listing. This was not a social call. (More interesting to let us hear the meeting and the
obvious subterfuge would come out.)

“I’m staying right here, Mirabelle. I'm the same age as you, in case you’ve forgotten. We
went-through-high-sehoel-together;remember?— (Nor necessary. You 've already told us this
face.) Are you ready to live near the shops?”

“Well, no, of course not. I just thought...”

She (Muriel or Mirabelle?) repositioned herself on the couch.
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“What fun we had back then, in high school,” she (Muriel or Mirabelle?) went on. “Too
bad we can’t recapture those days.”

Those days had not been fun for Muriel, and there was nothing to recapture. While
Mirabelle had been out on the beach with Gus, having sex behind a sand dune, no doubt, and
drinking beer, she’d spent her time buried in books.

Mirabelle got up to leave. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’'m glad to see you’re doing so well.
We all miss Manny, a terrible loss for the island, and for you. But you have his sons, and I’'m

sure Kathy is a comfort.”

reiterate.)

After Mirabelle left, Muriel sat down to give the suicide idea further thought. A picture
took root in her head: Mirabelle at her funeral telling everyone she’d been the last person to sit in
the Peyton living room, and how depressed poor Muriel had seemed, what good friends they had
been.

She could not let that happen, and then she heard Manny.

Whoa, girl! Don't let Mirabelle Lewis put one over on you! Fight!

She would fight. Manny was back, but he wasn’t ready for her. There were things she had
to do. The current librarian was only twenty three and had a husband in the Coast Guard, so
she’d be moving on soon enough. She, Muriel, would take some courses on the mainland this
summer, brush up on the new technology that had come to libraries during those fifteen years
she’d been gone, taking care of Manny and his kids.

Then she heard a familiar rumble coming from her yard, and she looked out the window.

Her heart swelled, for here was Barnaby, starting up the lawn mower.
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END-(Hopefully, not the end)
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Summary: death of husband leads middle-middle-aged woman to change the direction

of her life

) gy

When Muriel Perriera was fifty eight, her husband Manny, mayor of Shallow Bay, ‘/a

dropped dead in front of a crowd in the Elks kaliHall. Once the shock wore off and Manny’s kids ( Comment [81]: Does she miss him? Is she sad?
! She says life isn't worth living without him, but

went back to their own lives, Musicl took stock of hex Iife and decided thas suicide was am e ey e e

option. Without Manny, Iife was not worth living.
The kids, all five of them; were Ais kids, not hers;-and; they couldn’t care less if she lived
or died. Muriel would have liked to get a job, and had once been head librarian in town, but those

days werellong in-thefpast. -While Manny had(been mayor, one of the town depantments would

have taken her on, if they could have gotten past the issue ofmepotism, but not now. She.was old (\Comment [s23: whv?

s

news. [bmmrmnszj- She was oki news, or she no
longer-had amy tonpections to pet & job?

\

Her phone seldom rang, condolence letters had dwindled, and everyone’s attention was

on the new mayor. Manny’s kids had disappeared. Even-herfavorite;Barnaby;-had-gene-back-to

his-landseaping-business—Now that the rainy days of May had caused her grass to shoot up,

where was Bamnaby? He’d always been her favorite, and with his landscaping business and all,

had taken care of the-her lawn;- — now a tangled, weedy mess. She would have to get-drag out
the lawn mower and hedge trimmer and do the work herself.
Muriel realized that if she was going to kill herself, she’d have to see a lawyer about

drawing up a will. She’d leave her house to the Historical Society. Her antique gem, high on ithe
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Bluff overlooking the harbor, was worth a fortune in today’s real estate market. If Manmy’s kids
thought she’d leave the house to them, they should think again.

Muriel made herself a cup of tea and thought back to the early days of her life with
Manny. His first wife had died and left him with the five kids. A grandmother, and then an aunt,

had stepped in, and when they had left far their more peacefil lives, Manny went loaking for a

wife. She had o be mature, with ao kids of her own, and a woman born and bred on the island of

Shallow Bay, because she had to understand the ways of Islanders. People who lived on this cold
little island off the coast of New England were a peculiar breed, difficult to define;end-his-wife
bad-p- he-one-ofthesi. Finally, she had to have the broad back and the hefty shoulders of a
workhorse.

Muriel Peyton fit the bill. He found her: standing behind the circulation desk insthe
library. She was taking no nonsense from a group of adolescent boys that, to his surprise,
included his own sons, Tony and Todd, who were snickering over pictures of naked women in a
National Geographic magazine. -Manny knew right away that Muriel was just what he peeded.

She was forty three at the fime, never married — an old maid by Island standards, and
they married quickly. She rolled up her sleeves and went to work to bring order to the chaotic
Perreira household. She’d already known Barnaby, the youngest at age seven, fiom the many .
Barnaby-loved-the library;-and-he’d-spent-many-a-cold Saturday afternoons he’d spent there,
huddled over a stack of picture books. When Muriel became his stepmother, be climbed onto her
lap_every night, a picture book in his hands. The poor, mother-starved little boy loved Muriel,
and Muriel loved him.

Not so with the other kids. Matt, fiflcen, began-to hang out with a had crowd, avoiding
‘home whever possibie, walking under a black e@sd-when he was there. Sullen-angey-Matt;
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a-black-eloud-Muriel taught him how to cook, to try to keep him out of trouble.and when he was

a few years older, a high end seafood restaurant took him on. Tony and Todd, the eleven-cleven-

year-year-old twins, were a handful, sassy and rude and running all over the island looking for

trouble. When Muriel tried to rein them in, they shouted, “You’re not our mother! You can’t tell
us what to do!”

“We’ll see about that,” Muriel had answered.

She turned them into Tom Sawyer boys and put them to work painting the shed. There
was never an end to the work that needed to be done on Manny’s house, andker kist of chores
kept the boys busy.

Spoiled Kathy, Manny’s thirteen-thirteen-year-year-old-princess, was Mugiel’s biggest
challenge. No stepmother on earth could ever meet her own mother’s level of beauty, patience,
and understanding. Muriel had overheard Kathy say to her cousin, “if Dad had to get married
again, why did he have to pick that ugly old stick? She’s even older than him!”

Oider, yes, but only by two years.

Muriel set down rules, established order, and Manny backed her up every time. He’d
fallen in love with his new wife, much to his surprise. go\,

Months went by, and soon Bamnaby had!slid off Muriel’ s lap, never to return. He became
a cub scout and entered the world of boys, a place far more exciting than the kand of picture
books and fairy tales.

After five years of battles, Kathy married Michael Gomes, and was gone. Peace reigned.
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When all the kids had grown up and left, Manmy had sold his hounse and they’d moved

into Muriel’s smalﬂi, historic ltome up on the bluff. Now Manmy was gone, too, and' she was right {M[sn]e Tiink of 2 Better adjective,

back where she’d started, alone, but without a job, without even a family. fe::::::: ell:l::ezghatss:t r:ha'e’;el;vr; vmnat&
Where were they all? Where was Barnaby? o TR IO s
Miuriel was a’believer in life after-death. She knew Manny awaited her on the other side.

/it was up to/her to take that omoidl step: A sip of rat;poison? Sump off the bluff? An overdose of

something or other? What did it matter?
A knock on the door, and there stood Mirabelle Lewis, island busybody, snoop and, as

Manny had once put it, aways up to no good. { Formatted: Font: alic

She-Mirabelle stepped into thie house. “Hello, dear, just wondering how you're doing.”

They had-knewn.ane anothet since their high school days, butithey had never been,
friends. Mirabelle had run with a fast crowd, and had never given Muriel a second look until
years had passed, and Muriel had warried Manny, the mayerMayor.

Mirabelle madeherself comfortable on the couch, and her eyes swept over the room,
taking in the old beams, the paneled walls, and the charming comer cupboards, all witnesses to
generations of Peytons for nearly two hundred and fifty years.

“What are your plans, dear?” Mirabelle asked. “Are you going to stay on here? This
house must be a lot of work for youw Yow know, there are some lovely condos down on Water
Street. | should think, at your age, yow’d wans to be closer to the shops.”

She’s up to something.

Mirabelle’s husband Gus was in real estate. He’d sent his wife to test the waters, looking

for a listing. This was not a social call.

Page 4 of 6



SHORT STORY: WHERE'S BARNABY? BY WENDY SHEEHAN

“I"m staying right here, Mirabelle. I’m the same age as you, in case you’ve forgotten. We
went through highi scliool together, remember? Are you ready to live near the shops?”

“Well, no, of course not. I just thought...”

She repositioned herself on the couch.

“What fun we had back then, in high school,” she went on. “Too bad we can’t recapture
those days.”

Those days had not been fun for Muriel, and there was nothing to recapture. While
Mirabelle had been out on the beach with Gus, having sex behind a sand dune, no doubt, and
drinking beer, she’d-Muriel had spent her time buried in books.

Mirabelle got up to leave. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’'m glad to see you’re doing so well.
We ald miss Manny, a terrible toss fog the island, and for yow. But you: hawe his sons, and I’m.
sure Kathy is a comfort.”

HuhHa! If she only knew she hadn’t seen Kathy since Manny’s funeral.

After Mirebelle left, Muriel sat down to give the suicide idea further thought. A picture
took rootinher head: Mirabelle at her fimeral telling everyone she’d been the last person to sit in
the Peyton living room, and how depressed poor Muriel had seemed, what good friends they had
been.

She-could-notfet-that-happen;-and-thenThen she heard Manny.

Whoa, girl! Don’t let Mirabelle Lewis put ome over onyou! Fight!

She would fight. Manny was back, but he wasn’t ready for her. There were things she had

to do. The current librarian was-only-twenty-three-and-had a husband in the Coast Guard, so

she’d be moving on seon enough. She, Muriel, would take some courses on the mainland this
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summer, brush up on the new technelogy that had come to fibraries during those fifieen years

she’d been gone, taking care of Manny and His kids.

Then she heard a familiar rumble coming from her yard, and she looked out the window.

Her heart swelled, for here was Barnaby, starting up the lawn mower.

END

1 like your story. I’d like to see more “show” rather than “tell.” Maybe pick one of the

scenes and make it into a dialogue. In fact, if you did that, you could bring out a lot of this

backstory in the dialogue. It would bring the reader in mose.
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Summary: death of husband leads middle aged woman to change the direction of her O‘) )y
N
life )‘,\ ?,,\%
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When Muriel Perriera was fifty-eight, her husband Manny, mayor of Shallow Bay, 4}0) (\0 . w
SO o
dropped dead in front of a crowd in the Elks hall. Once the shock wore off}and Manny’s kids / ()5\ \ <~ \\\‘ ] X( :
: : : . : - &Y o AsSE LA
went back to their own lives, Muriel took stock of her life and decided that suicide was an X L,OV
option. Witheut-Manny-lifewas-ret-werth-living: | Comment [PHS 1S1]: Good first paragraph.
The kids, hll five of them, were Ais kids, not hers, and couldn’t care less if she lived or i Comment [PHS IS2]: How old were they when _

she married Manny? Did she raie them? Or were

. . . . . o | they aolder when sh ied their father?
died. Muriel would have liked to get a job, and had once been head librarian in town, but those AL L S

days were long in the past. While Manny had been mayor, one of the town departments would

have taken her on, ﬁf they could have gotten past the issue of nepotism, but not now. She was old | comment [PHS 1S3]: Isn't a mayor’s wife kinda
| like the first-lady of the town? Wouldn't esh be
volunteering and doing community service in the
news., | town? How big of a town is Shallow Bay?

Her phone seldom rang, condolence letters had dwindled, and everyone’s attention was
on the new mayor. Manny’s kids had disappeared. Even her favorite, Barnaby, had gone back to
his landscaping business. Now that the rainy days of May had caused her grass to shoot up,
where was Barnaby? He'd always taken care of the lawn, now a tangled, weedy mess. She would
have to get out the lawn mower and hedge trimmer and do the work herself.

Muriel reatized that Hshe [f Muriel was going to kill herself, she’d have to see a lawyer

about drawing up a will. She’d leave her house to the Historical Society. Her antique gem, high
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on the bluff overlooking the harbor, was worth a fortune in today’s real estate market. If
Manny’s kids thought she’d leave the house to them, they should think again.
Muriel made herself a cup of tea and thought back to the early days of her life with
Manny. His first wife had died and left him with the five kids. A grandmother, and then an aunt,
had stepped in, and when they had left for their more peaceful lives, Manny went looking for a
wife. She had to be mature, with no kids of her own, and a woman born and bred on the island of
Shallow Bay, because she had to understand the ways of Islanders. People who lived on this cold
little island off the coast of New England were a peculiar breed, difficult to define, and his wife
had to be one of them. Finally, she had to have the broad back and the hefty shoulders of a
workhorse, -~ W N 4] o [ Comment [PHS IS4): Move this detail up, but

be careful starting with too much back story

Muriel Peyton fit the bill. He found her standing behind the circulation desk in the Comment [PHS IS5]: Their relationship sounds
like a business arrangement. Maybe have them

. . . . actually fal in love t makes Manny’s death more
library. She was taking no nonsense from a group of adolescent boys that, to his surprise, | emotional, and her connection with Barnaby

| stronger.
included his own sons, Tony and Todd, who were snickering over pictures of naked women in a -
National Geographic magazine. Manny knew right away’ that Muriel was just what he needed.
She was forty--three at the time, an old maid by Island standards.—ar<-+1hey married
quickly. She rolled up her sleeves and went to work to bring order to the chaotic Perreira
household. She’d already known Barnaby, the youngest at age seven. Barnaby loved the library,
and he’d spent many a cold Saturday afternoons there, huddled over a stack of picture books.
When Muriel became his stepmother, he’d frequentlv climbed onto her lap, a picture book in his
hands. The poor, mother-starved little boy loved Muriel, and Muriel loved him.
Not so with the other kids. Matt, fifteen, be\é}:%?;g out with a bad crowd. Sullen,

angry Matt, when not in school, was at someone else’s house, and when he had to be home, he

walked under a black cloud. Muriel taught him how to cook, and when he was a few years older,
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a high end seafood restaurant took him on. Tony and Todd, the eleven--year—old twins, were a
handful, sassy. ard rude. and running all over the island looking for trouble. When Muriel tried
to rein them in, they shouted, “You’re not our mother! You can’t tell us what to do!”

“We’ll see about that,” Muriel had answered.

She turned them into Tom Sawyer boys and put them to work painting the shed. There
was never an end to the work that needed to be done on Manny’s house}, and her list of chores
kept the boys busy.

Spoiled Kathy, Manny’s thirteen year old princess, was Muriel’s biggest challenge. No
stepmother on earth could ever meet her own mother’s level of beauty, patience and
understanding. Muriel had overheard Kathy say to her cousin, “If Dad had to get married again,
why did he have to pick that ugly old stick? She’s even o/der than him!”

Older, yes, but only by two years.

Muriel set down rules and —established order.: ard Manny backed her up every time.
He’d fallen in love with his new wife, much-te-his susprise.

Months went by. and soon Barnaby had slid off Muriel’s lap, hever to retumL He became
a cub scout and entered the world of boys, a place far more exciting than the land of picture
books and fairy tales.

After five years of battles, Kathy married Michael Gomes, and was gone. Peace reigned.

When all the kids had grown up and left, Manny had sold his house and they’d moved

into Muriel’s small, historic home up on the bluff. Now. Manny was gone, too, and she was right

back where she’d started, alone, but without a job, without even a family.

Where were they all? Where was Barnaby?
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Muriel was a believer in life after death. She knew Manny awaited her on the other side.
It was up to her to take that crucial step: A sip of rat poison? Jump off the bluff? An overdose of

something or other? [What did it matter? [ Comment [PHS IS9]: What woutd be quicker
| and less painful?

A knock on the door, and there stood Mirabelld Lewis, island busybody, snoop and, as | Comment [PHS 1510}: Coner e T
| character. Her name sounds too much like Muriel.
Manny had once put it, up to no good. = S T
She stepped into the house. “Hello, dear, just wondering how you’re doing.”
They had known one another since their high school days, but they had never been
friends. Mirabelle had run with a fast crowd, and had never given Muriel a second look until
years-passed-and-Musiel she married the mayor.
Mirabelle made herself comfortable on the couch, and her eyes swept over the room,
taking in the old beams, the paneled walls and the charming corner cupboards, all witnesses to
generations of Peytons for nearly two hundred fifty years.
“What are your plans, dear?” Mirabelle asked. “Are you going to stay on here? This
house must be a lot of work for you. You know, there are some lovely condos down on Water
Street. [ should think, at your age, you’d want to be closer to the shops.”
She’s up to something.
Mirabelle’s husband Gus was in real estate. He’d sent his wife to test the waters, looking
for a listing. This was not a social call.
“I’m staying right here, Mirabelle. I’'m the same age as you, in case you’ve forgotten. We
went through high school together, remembes® Are you ready to live near the shops?”
“Well, no, of course not. I just thought...”

She repositioned herself on the couch.
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“What fun we had back then, in high school,” she went on. “Too bad we can’t recapture
those days.”

Those days had not been fun for Muriel, and there was nothing to recapture. While
Mirabelle had been out on the beach with Gus, having sex behind a sand dune, no doubt, and
drinking beer, she*d Muriel had spent her time buried in books.

Mirabelle got up to leave. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’m glad to see you’re doing so well.
We all miss Manny, a terrible loss for the island, and for you. But you have his sons, and I’'m
sure Kathy is a comfort.”

Huh! H-she-aabrkrew-sShe hadn’t seen Kathy since Manny’s funeral.

After Mirabelle left, Muriel sat down to give the suicide idea further thought. A picture
took root in her head: Mirabelle at her funeral telling everyone she’d been the last person to sit in
the Peyton living room, and how depressed poor Muriel had seemed, what good friends they had
been,

She could not let that happen, and then she heard Manny.

Whoa, girl! Don't let Mirabelle Lewis put one over on you! Fight!

She would fight. Manny was watching overbaek, but he wasn’t ready for her to join him
vet. There were things she had to do. The current librarian was only twenty three and had a
husband in the Coast Guard, so she’d be moving on soon enough. She, Muriel, would take some
courses on the mainland this summer, brush up on the new technology that had come to libraries
during those fifteen years she’d been gone, taking care of Manny and his kids.

Then she heard a familiar rumble coming from her yard, and she looked out the window.
Her heart swelled, for here was tBamaby, starting up the lawn mower.

END
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Summary: death of husband leads middle aged woman to change the direction of her

life

When Muriel Perriera was fifty eight, her husband Manny, mayor of Shallow Bay, - ‘ o N
dropped dead in front of a crowd in the Elks hall. Once the shock wore off and Manny’s kids ﬁ/bw Ibfh’ -
went back to their own lives, Muriel took stock of her life and decided that suicide was an
option. Without Manny, life w_a\s ;ot worth living. ﬂ/‘

'[%e—kiég:gll five efﬁfl:::n, were his kids, not hers, and couldn’t care less if she livedor — @ (
died. Muriel would have liked to get a job, and had once been head librarian in town, but those
days were long in the past. While Manny had been mayor, one of the town departments would
have taken her on, if they could have gotten past the issue of nepotism, but not now. She was old
NEwWS. L th PSR PM7

Her phone seldom rang, condolence letters had dwindled, and everyone’s attention was
on the new mayor. Manny’s kids had disappeared. Even her favorite, Barnaby, had gone back to
his landscaping business. Now that the rainy days of May had caused her grass to shoot up,
where was Barnaby? He’d always taken care of the lawn, now a tangled, weedy mess. She would
have to get out the lawn mower and hedge trimmer and do the work herself.

Muriel realized that if she was going to kill herself, she’d have to see a lawyer about

drawing up a will. She’d leave her house to the Historical Society. Her antique gem, high on the

Suf'-j Py s m\/\b‘fuk ,973 ~1 f/ 5""“(/'\0}6,.
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bluff overlooking the harbor, was worth a fortune in today’s real estate market. If Manny’s kids ) {
thought she’d leave the house to them, they should think again. 37/{6;9{:‘ '

Muriel made herself a cup of tea and thought back to the early days of her life with
Manny. His first wife had died and left him with the five kids. A grandmother, and then an aunt,
had stepped in, and when they had left for their more peaceful lives, Manny went looking for a
wife. She had to be mature, with no kids of her own, and a woman born and bred on the island of
Shallow Bay, because she had to understand the ways of Islanders. People who lived on this cold
little island off the coast of New England were a peculiar breed, difficult to define, and his wife
had to be one of them. Finally, she had to have the broad back and the hefty shoulders of a
workhorse. W LA 7 ﬁ M& H\QI‘L e JLH‘M 7 rmaewved [ 7\

Muriel Peyton fit the bill. He found her standing behind the circulation desk in the
library. She was taking no nonsense from a group of adolescent boys that, to his surprise,
included his own sons, Tony and Todd, who were snickering over picﬁlres of naked women in a
National Geographic magazine. Manny knew right away that Muriel was just what he needed.

She was forty three at the time, an old maid by Island standards, and they married
quickly. She rolled up her sleeves and went to work to bring order to the chaotic Perreira
household. She’d already known Barnaby, the youngest at age seven. Barnaby loved the library,
and he’d spent many a cold Saturday afternoon there, huddled over a stack of picture books.
When Muriel became his stepmother, he climbed onto her lap, a picture book in his hands. The
poor, mother-starved little boy loved Muriel, and Muriel loved him.

Not so with the other kids. Matt, fifteen, began to hang out with a bad crowd. Sullen,
angry Matt, when not in school, was at someone else’s house, and when he had to be home, he

walked under a black cloud. Muriel taught him how to cook, and when he was a few years older,
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handful, sassy and rude and running all over the island looking for trouble. When Muriel tried to
rein them in, they shouted, “You’re not our mother! You can’t tell us what to do!”

“We’ll see about that,” Muriel had answered.

S ‘9"?2}’/" i Fime

She turned them into Tom Sawye}pﬂﬁ and put them to work painting the shed. There
was never an end to the work that needed to be done on Manny’s house, and her list of chores
kept the boys busy.

Spoiled Kathy, Manny’s thirteen:year;\old princess, was Muriel’s biggest challenge. No
stepmother on g’arth could ever meet her own mother’s level of beauty, patience;,/and
understanding. Muriel had overheard Kathy say to her cousin, “If Dad had to get married again,
why did he have to pick that ugly old stick? She’s even older than him!”

Older, yes, but only by two years.

Muriel set down rules, established order, and Manny backed her up every time. He’d
fallen in love with his new wife, much to his surprise.

Months went by and soon Barnaby had slid off Muriel’s lap, never to return. He became a

cub scout and entered the world of boys, a place far more exciting than the land of picture books ,%L

b&\m !J' o
\Vrﬁ fﬁf

After five years of battles, Kathy married Michael Gomes, and was gone. Peace reigned. W"{}J

and fairy tales.

When all the kids had grown up and left, Manny had sold his house and they’d moved V;L
R
into Muriel’s small, historic home up on the bluff. Now Manny was gone, too, and she was right ““7 ‘\"’

back where she’d started, alone, but without a job, without even a family. %;f

Where were they all? Where was Barnaby?
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Muriel was a believer in life after death. She knew Manny awaited her on the other side. -7t ‘(i;<
o d

It was up to her to take that crucial step: A sip of rat poison? Jump off the bluff? An overdose 3 I Alew
something or other? What did it matter?
A knock on the door, and there stood Mirabelle Lewis, island busybody, snoop and, as d d
J vt
Manny had once put it, up fo no good. M“:L(; o~ /"
She stepped into the house. “Hello, dear, just wondering how you’re doing.”
They had known geﬁibther since their high school days, but they had never been
friends. Mirabelle had run with a fast crowd, and had never given Muriel a second look until
years passed and Murie]l married the mayor.
Mirabelle made herself comfortable on the couch, and her eyes swept over the room,
taking in the old beams, the paneled walls and the charming corner cupboards, all witnesses to
generations of Peytons for nearly two hundred fifty years.

“What are your plans, dear?” Mirabelle asked. “Are you going to stay on here? This

¢ house must be a lot of work for you. You know, there are some lovely condos down on Water

L

4

/7% ‘ ,{U\‘ Street. I should think, at your age, you’d want to be closer to the shops.”
)él‘} She’s up to something.
Mirabelle’s husband Gus was in real estate. He’d sent his wife to test the waters, looking
for a listing. This was not a social call. " 2 a’d ;”2@' M i den 22 ?
“I’m staying right here, Mirabelle. I’'m the same age as you, in case you’ve forgotten. We
went through high school together, remember? Are you ready to live near the shops?”
“Well, no, of course not. I just thought...”

She repositioned herself on the couch.
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“What fun we had back then, in high school,” she went on. “Too bad we can’t recapture
those days.”
Those days had not been fun for Muriel, and there was nothing to recapture. While
Mirabelle had been i}lt e beach with Gus, having sex behind a sand dune, no doubt, and
4/'}7 7§ drinking beerklu;r;% spent her time buried in books.

Mirabelle got up to leave. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’'m glad to see you’re doing so well.

We all miss Manny, a terrible loss for the island, and for you. But you have his sons, and I'm

sure Kathy is a comfort.”
a Huh! If she only knew she hadn’t seen Kathy since Manny’s funeral.
@9‘)9/ % After Mirabelle left, Muriel sat down to give the suicide idea further thought. A picture

took root in her head: Mirabelle at her funeral telling everyone she’d been the last person to sit in
the Peyton living room, and how depressed poor Muriel had seemed, what good friends they had
been.

%L\ {r ‘ She could not let that happen, and then she heard Manny.

Whoa, girl! Don’t let Mirabelle Lewis put one over on you! Fight!

She would fight. Manny was back, but he wasn’t ready for her. There were things she had
to do. The current librarian was only twenty three and had a husband in the Coast Guard, so
she’d be moving on soon enough. She, Muriel, would take some courses on the mainland this
summer, brush up on the new technology that had come to libraries during those fifteen years
she’d been gone, taking care of Manny and his kids.

Then she heard a familiar rumble coming from her yard, and she looked out the window.

Her heart swelled, for here was Barnaby, starting up the lawn mower.

’(7;4@3./ BT, - END ) -
Do Mumet NAVE Feens>se 7 gioa7ives 7 NEBIES
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bluff overlooking the harbor, was worth a fortune in Zau, )( s real estate market. If Manny’s kids

Vg vy avwlel
thought /,she’d leave the house to them, they should think again.
?W?fan 5" M 5 Muriel made herself a cup of tea and thought back to the early days of her life with
ac

A‘ Vi Manny. His first wife had died and left him with the five kids. A grandmother, and then an aunt,

I,.L had stepped in, a@n they had left for their more peaceful lives, Manny went looking for a
o~

ns  wife. She had to be mature, with no kids of her own, and a woman born and bred on the island of
(LWM j

ﬁ/.l, 9 4 a Shallow Bay, because she had to understand the ways of Islanders. People who lived on this cold
-YLH\"? . /= YDh hee
3 w{f little island off the coast of New England were a peculiar breed, difficult to define, and his wife—4. 7, 7(' 4

+/
6»4‘/"”?\0" had to be one of them. Finally, she had to have the broad back and the hefty shoulders of a H/'“

A m"[74 7
ﬂn"c n?  workhorse. WAV‘

A’ X‘/W"' / 4

y Y Muriel Peyton fit the bill. He found her standing behind the circulation desk in the

= library. She was taking no nonsense from a group of adolescent boys that, to his surprise,

included his own sons, Tony and Todd, who were snickering over pictures of naked women in a

Whic magazine. Manny knew right away that Muriel was just what he needed.
She was forty three at the time, an old maid by Island standards, and they married

quickly. She rolled up her sleeves and went to work to bring order to the chaotic @ v

household.gche’d already known Barnaby, the youngest at age seven. Barnaby loved the library,

and he’d spent many a cold Saturday afternoon there, huddled over a stack of picture books.

When Muriel became his stepmother, he climbed onto her lap, a picture book in his hands. The

ngw’

/ poor, mother-starved little boy loved Muriel, and Muriel loved him.
E Not so with the other kids. Matt, fifteen, began to hang out with a bad crowd. Sullen,

angry Matt, when not in school, was at someone else’s house, and when he had to be home, he
== 7
&Nalked under a black cloud. Muriel taught him how to cook, and when he was a few years older,
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a h1g®nd seafood restaurant took him on/\'ﬁ)-ny and Todd, the elev@@ld twn}]s, were a v‘erqb

handful, sassy and rude and running all over the Jsland looking for trouble. When Muriel tried to
rein them in, they shouted, “You’re not our mother! You can’t tell us what to do!”

“We’ll see about that,” Muriel had answered. - Az . &mm L

She turned them into Tom Sawyer boys and put them to work painting the shed. There
was never an end to the work that needed to be done on Manny’s house, and her list of/::hores
kept the boys busy. "} et manc

Spoiled Kathy, Manny’s thirte@e@ld princess, was Muriel’s biggest challenge. No
stepmother on earth could ever meet her own mother’s level of beauty, patien@l
understanding. Muriel had overheard Kathy say to her cousin, “If Dad had to get married again,
why did he have to pick that ugly old stick? She’s even older than him!”

Older, yes, but only by two years.

Muriel set down rules, established order, and Manny backed her up every time. He’d
fallen in love with his new wife, much to his surprise.

Months went @d soon Barnaby ha%(slid off Muriel’s lap, never to return. He became a
Egb s;gut and entered'te world of boys, a place far more exciting than the land of picture books
and fairy tales.

After five years of battles, Kathy married Michael Gomes, and was gone. Peace reigned.

When all the kids had grown up and left, Manny had sold his housﬁd they’d moved
into Muriel’s small, historic home up on the bluff. Now Manny was gone, too, and she was right
back where she’d started, alone, but without a job, without even a family.

Where were they all? Where was Barnaby?
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Muriel was a believer in life after death. She knew Manny awaited her on the other side.
It was up to her to take that crucial step: A sip of rat poison? Jump off the bluff? An overdose of
something or other? What did it matter? o Sihn Ao "ol “

A knock on the door, and there stood Mirabflle Lewis,E.land busybody, snoop and, as

—
Manny had once put it, jo M god. 7
W, rt:

She stepped into the house. “Hello, dear, just wondering how you’re doing.”

They had known one another since their high school days, but they had never been
friends. Mirabelle had run with a fast crowd, and had never given Muriel a second look until

mssed'aﬁgi Murieléarried the Aﬁyor.

Mirabelle made herself comfortable on the couch, and her eyes swept over the room,
taking in the old beams, the paneled walls and the charming corner cupboards, all witnesses to
generations of Peytons for nearly two hundred fifty years.

“What are your plans, dear?” Mirabelle asked. “Are you going to stay on here? This
house must be a lot of work for you. You know, there are some lovely condos down on Water
Street. I should think, at your age, you’d want to be closer to the shops.”

She’s up to something.

Mirabelle’s husband Gus was in real estate. He’d sent his wife to test the waters, looking
fora listing.ﬁlgis was not a social call. /

“I’m staying right here, Mirabelle. I’m the same age as you, in case you’ve forgotten. We

g

went through high school together, remember? Are you ready to live near the shops?”

[13

Well, no, of course not. I just thought...”
he repositioned herself on the couch.
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“What fun we had back then, in high school,” she went on. “Too bad we can’t recapture

those days.”

Those days had not been fun for Muriel, and there was nothing to recapture. While

~
Mirabelle had been out on the beach with Gus, having sex behind a sand dune, no doubt, and

/”[&,rw’ Lad

drinking beer, she’d spent her time buried in books.

2

3

Mirabelle got up to leave. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’'m glad to see you’re doing so well.
We all miss Manny, a terrible loss for thg-(island, and for you. But you have his sons, and I'm
sure Kathy is a comfort.”

Me]

Huh! If she only knew she hadn’t seen Kathy since Manny’s funeral.

After Mirabelle left, Muriel sat down to give the suicide idea further thought. A picture
took root in her head: Mirabelle at her funeral telling everyone she’d been the last person to sit in
the Peyton living room, and how depressed poor Muriel had seem% good friends they had
be

She could not let that happen, and then she heard Manny.

Whoa, girl! Don’t let Mirabelle Lewis put one over on you! Fi igi}?t!

She would fight. &;my was back, but he wasn’t ready for @here were things she had
to do. The current librarian was only twenty three and had a husband in the Coast Guard, so
she’d be moving on soon enough. She, Muriel, would take some courses on the mainland this
summer, brush up on the new technology that had come to libraries during those fifteen years
she’d been gone, taking care of Manny and his kids.

Then she heard a familiar rumble coming from her yard, and she looked out the window.

Her heart swelled, for here was Barnaby, starting up the lawn mower.

END
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