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DISCLAIMER
This is a work of fiction. References to historical events, real 
people and real places are used fictitiously.  Other names, 
characters, places and events are products of the author’s 
imagination and any resemblance to actual people, places 
and events is coincidental. Descriptions of real places on 
Cape Cod are drawn from my memory, and are not necessar-
ily accurate. The town and community of Shelton are purely 
fictional and not intended to resemble any real place on Cape 
Cod.
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Prologue

As I grow deeper into my life,
closer to the time when
I will have run out of days,
the twin specters of broken body and crippled mind
evolve on the horizon.

They fill me, not with fear and dread,
but with fierce determination,
and a sense of great urgency
which overcomes my cautious nature.

At eighteen,
I saved myself (or not)
for my prince, my one true love.
He came, and went, it seems
in serial fashion.

Now, 50 years later,
for what
am I to save myself?

Waiting is no longer an option.
If I am to dance, it must be now.



PART ONE

the Beginning
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“Sailing.”
“Sailing?”
“Sure. Sailing. I’d like that. You know, like in the movies. 

Robert Redford.”
“Who?”
“Oh, don’t tell me you’re too young to know Robert Red-

ford.” She gazed at the painting of a sailboat hanging above 
the fireplace. “Though I suppose he doesn’t do the sailing 
anymore. He probably plays the old geezer running the bait 
shop now.” Mattie paused. “Anyway, I’d love to go sailing. If 
I’m going to start a — What did you call it? A bucket list? — 
sailing is at the top.”

“Aunt Mattie, you know how I feel about boats, but —” Julie 
bit her lip, and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath, held 
it for a minute, then faced the older woman and said, “Well, 
okay. I know there are lakes here around Phoenix, even if it is a 
desert. I suppose there’s a small one with a sailboat somewhere 
close. That probably isn’t really too dangerous. What else?”

“No, no, no. Not a lake. I said Robert Redford. Somewhere 
off Martha’s Vineyard or Narraganset. Or . . . well, I don’t 
know the names of those places. Cape Cod. That’s it! Sailing 
with Robert Redford off Cape Cod.”

“Mattie! That’s ridiculous. Be serious now.”
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Mattie looked Julie straight in the eyes, and set her jaw 
firmly. “Well. You started this. Suddenly, I rather like the 
idea.” She tilted her head. “Definitely sailing, though I might 
let you use a stand-in for Robert Redford. See who you can 
find. But no lake. It’s got to be the New England seaboard.” 
Mattie smiled, and reached out to take Julie’s hand. “Now, 
honey, how many things can I have on this bucket list?”

“Uh . . . just one, I think.”
And that’s the way it all started.

 ₪
 “Edward, now what do I do? I’ve created a monster.” 

Julie held the phone to her ear and pulled the blanket 
around her on the bed. “Aunt Mattie spent half the evening 
searching vacation home websites. She’s determined to find 
a cottage on the seashore. On Cape Cod!”

Her husband chuckled on the other end of the line in 
Philadelphia. “I suppose you’d better start coordinating your 
vacation time with availability on the Cape. How soon does 
she want to go?”

“She’s thinking of June, if she can find a rental. I don’t 
know if I could get off work then or not.” She slapped her 
hand against her forehead. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, I sound as 
if I’m taking her seriously.”

“Maybe you’d better take her seriously, sweetheart. She 
has a credit card. She knows how to book a plane ticket. She’s 
perfectly capable of going without you. I’m not sure she could 
hook up with Robert Redford, but she could probably find a 
substitute.”

“Oh, my God, what am I going to do? I wish you were here 
with me.”

“Right now, I’m glad I’m not.” 

Helen Sperber
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 z
The coffee was ready, English muffins in the toaster, butter, 

jam, Greek yogurt and fresh peaches on the table when Julie 
came down the stairs in the morning. She hesitated before 
entering the room. Mattie stood beside the table, holding a cup 
of coffee with one hand, gazing out the patio door. Julie loved 
the way the turquoise pants suit she had sent for Mattie’s sev-
entieth birthday complemented her slim figure and grey hair. 
She knew the color would intensify the green of her aunt’s eyes. 
Everything looked normal. Perhaps yesterday’s conversation 
had been a bad dream. Julie stepped forward confidently.

“Good morning, Aunt Mattie. How are you? Breakfast 
looks yummy.” She gave Mattie a warm hug, then smiled as 
she poured a cup of coffee and pushed the lever down on the 
toaster.

“I’m just great, honey. How are you? I haven’t felt this good 
in a long time. I feel so alive this morning.” Mattie turned 
back toward the patio and stretched her arms out in front of 
her. “There’s a whole world out there I’d forgotten all about.”

So the bad dream continues, Julie thought. “Yes, it is a 
wonderful world. I’m glad you’re excited.” Julie turned to the 
table and sat down. “But what about today? What time are we 
meeting Edna and Corinne for lunch?”

“Eleven o’clock, at the Blue Wildebeest. I’m so excited to 
tell them our plans. Corinne has been sailing before, but I 
wonder if Edna would come with us . . .”

Edna? Now Julie knew she was in trouble. Big trouble.

 ₪
The Blue Wildebeest was Mattie’s favorite restaurant, and 

she loved to take her guests there. Drumming African music 
engulfed them as she and Julie entered. A waiter dressed in 
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zebra stripes led them along a path draped with mossy jun-
gle vines hanging from tree branches above them. The dis-
tant howls and roars changed to chirping insect sounds and 
bird calls as they seemed to enter a dark, misty rainforest. 
They followed their guide on narrow wooden paths through 
a swamp where hooded eyes and silent ripples worried the 
ponds on either side. 

Edna and Corinne had arrived first and were seated at the 
edge of what appeared to be the wide, grassy plains of the 
Serengeti. Realistic, moving projections of wildebeest, giraffe 
and antelope surrounded them.

 “Julie, darling, how good to see you!” Edna stood up to 
greet them, no more self-conscious of her six-foot height 
than she had ever been. At age seventy her frame had not 
shrunk in the least, and her hair was almost as dark as Julie’s. 

Julie hugged her old friend, with just the slightest mis-
giving still in her thoughts. “Edna! I’ve missed you so much! 
Edward said to be sure and give you a hug from him. And 
Corinne, so good to see you. You’re both looking great.” 

Corinne, shorter even than Mattie, and a bit rounder, 
stood up beside Edna and extended her arms. “Julie! Mattie’s 
been looking forward to your visit, and so have we.”

As they all sat down, Julie looked around the room. “I still 
can’t understand how anyone would think of doing a restau-
rant like this when there’s nothing outside but sand and rocks 
for hundreds of miles in any direction.”

“That’s why we love it! It’s like taking a trip far away. I used 
to love to travel with Arthur. Did you know Art and I actually 
went to the Serengeti once, Julie?” asked Corinne. 

Oh, no. Not Corinne too.
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“You’ll never guess what Julie is going to do for me,” Mattie 
said, sitting up straight with a smug look on her face. Clench-
ing her fists, she leaned forward across the table toward her 
friends and whispered loudly. “She’s going to take me sailing 
— on Cape Cod!”

“Julie! Mattie! How wonderful!” Edna clapped her hands 
together. 

“We must have a glass of wine while you tell us all about 
it,” said Corinne, and she jumped up, waving both hands to 
attract the waiter clothed in leopard spots. “How did you 
come up with this idea?”

“Julie asked me about my bucket list — you know — all 
the things you want to do that you haven’t gotten to do yet, 
and . . .”

“Oh! I bet I have lots on my list if I think about it.”
“Arthur just loved to go sailing, but we only did it a couple 

of times. When they unfurl the sail, it’s just the most exciting 
thing!”

“Of course, you’ll both come along, won’t you?”
“There is so much history on Cape Cod. Whaling. Ship 

wrecks. Love stories.” 
“Martha’s Vineyard.”
“That’s where they filmed Jaws.”
 “Nantucket Island.”
“The Kennedy family and museum.”
Julie slumped lower and lower into her chair as the three 

older women chattered and grew more and more excited.
There was no stopping them. 

 ₪
 “Edward, how did I get myself into this?” Julie’s eyes were 

red from crying, though her husband could only surmise 
that from the sniffling and panic he could hear in her voice. 
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“She won’t listen to reason, Edna and Corinne are practically 
packing their bags, and they’re all arguing over what should 
be next on the bucket list!” 

“Julie, Julie, Julie.” Edward was used to having his wife 
bite off chunks that were too big for her to chew. Usually, he 
found it best to stand by and watch her work her own way 
through it. But this time, he was a little worried. He didn’t 
want anything to hurt the deep, loving, protective relation-
ship between Julie and her only living relative.

“I just can’t stand the thought of her out on the ocean in a 
boat.” 

“Honey, just relax and maybe play along with them for 
a few days. They’re having fun, but when it comes to taking 
concrete steps maybe they’ll get tired of the game. Let them 
do a little dreaming.”

“Dreaming, while I’m having a nightmare!” Julie twisted 
the corner of the sheet between her hands, as tears rolled 
down her cheek. “Boats sink, Edward! And I’m not sure she 
can even swim any more. She’d probably think a life jacket 
was silly.”

“Julie, I know how you feel about boats, but cars and air-
planes crash, too. That doesn’t keep you from riding in them. 
And boats are probably the safest of the lot.”

“My parents didn’t die in a car or an airplane.” 

Continue Reading...
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