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            To Dad and Kathy, who have that secret ingredient for a happy marriage and whose warm and loving relationship made me believe in love again.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE

         

         From the street, Nora O’Bannon Daniels’s life looked almost perfect. The quintessential three-bedroom, two-bath house in a decent neighborhood, with a wooden swing set in the backyard and a pink bike leaning against the garage. The pale green Dutch Colonial sat a hundred yards back from the sidewalk on a leaf-covered quarter-acre lot of weedy grass peppered with the detritus of two kids. A trio of pumpkins marched down the stairs, still whole and uncarved. The brick stoop had weathered from the harsh winters, and the black paint on the railing had peeled down to gray metal, but the house had a well-worn and loved air.

         If her life had been a TV show, there’d be some quirky, close-knit family on the other side of the front door, a family whose biggest problem was a lost set of keys. Within thirty minutes, the keys would be found, and the family would be sitting down to a dinner where they’d laugh and hug and pass the creamed corn.

         But when Nora parked her aging sedan in the driveway, the grumpy engine ticking as it cooled, she could see the truth she’d been avoiding for months. She didn’t live in a sitcom, and there wasn’t going to be a lifesaving solution in the next half hour, punctuated by commercials for GEICO and Smucker’s jam on either end.

         No, in Nora’s world, life pretty much sucked. She hadn’t thought that the bank would actually do it—some unrealistic part of her had been hoping for some last-minute sympathetic, divine intervention—but the threatened end had finally arrived. While she was at work, a bright yellow sheet of paper had been tacked to her front door, its message stamped in black block letters underscored with a paragraph of red warnings.

         
            NOTICE OF AUCTION

         

         On the welcome mat sat a cellophane-wrapped orange chrysanthemum topped with a Mylar balloon. The balloon waved back and forth in the fall breeze, screaming HAPPY BIRTHDAY in neon green letters.

         Happy birthday, Nora O’Bannon. You’ve lost your house. Your family is now homeless.

         Not exactly the way she’d wanted to turn thirty. The irony of it all would have made her cry, if she’d had the energy to work up some tears. For a year, she’d argued and prayed and strategized and negotiated, so sure she could head off this disaster. Her husband, Ben, had done what he always did, buried his head in the sand and left her to handle the incessant phone calls and letters. Nora, who was the one everyone had said could do anything she set her mind to, had failed. The faceless person on the other end of the phone had no interest in letting them skate on the mortgage. No heart for the two children she was going to have to uproot. And no solution that Nora could actually afford.

         Nora got out of the car, carrying a takeout pizza in one hand and a bag of fabric in the other. Sarah wanted to be a princess for Halloween, and in a thick cloud of denial, Nora had bought yards of pink tulle and dozens of sparkly rhinestones. She figured she could whip out the old Singer and stitch up something that would pass for a princess, all in time for Sarah to go trick-or-treating on Friday night. Jacob was still wavering between being a pirate and a ninja, so Nora had grabbed a couple yards of black fabric.

         Ben pulled in behind her and climbed out of his ten-year-old Toyota. Every time he got out of the sporty little two-door, Nora wondered how he fit inside. Ben towered over her, a lean but fit six-foot-three man with brown eyes that softened when he was tired, dark wavy hair that curled against convention, and a ready smile for everyone he met. She’d fallen in love with that smile at a party one stormy winter night twelve years ago. She’d been a senior in high school, Ben a college freshman, the two of them on Christmas break and crammed into Tommy O’Brien’s basement while Aerosmith thudded from the speakers.

         She’d been sitting on a fraying blue cloth sofa, clutching a red Solo cup and pretending to sip Budweiser. Her sisters had always been the ones who fit in at parties, especially Magpie, who made friends with everyone she met. Nora always felt like the little old lady at a party—the one who didn’t stay late, didn’t drink, and didn’t sneak into an empty bedroom to have unmemorable sex.

         But going to Tommy’s had sounded better than staying home with her mother on a Friday night, especially in her senior year when that kind of thing spelled loser. After a bit of small talk when she first arrived, Nora had taken up residence on the sofa, invisible to everyone else. She could have been another throw pillow, given how few people talked to her.

         Then Ben sat down beside her, tall and lanky and with longer hair that brushed his brows. “Hey,” he said.

         She gave him a nod. Lifted the cup to her lips but didn’t drink.

         “You know, I read somewhere that Canada Dry is a gateway drug.”

         She turned to him, this stranger with nice eyes and a Rolling Stones T-shirt. “Excuse me?”

         He nodded toward the cup in her hands. “You start with ginger ale and next thing you know, you’re smoking a candy cigarette before you get out of bed in the morning. When you find yourself on the floor, clutching a bag of gumdrops in one hand and an Orange Crush in the other, you know you’ve hit rock bottom.”

         Her cheeks heated, and she wanted to crawl into a corner and die. “How did…how did you know this isn’t really beer?”

         “I saw you, in the kitchen earlier. You dumped the Bud down the drain and replaced it with some Canada Dry. Not much of a drinker, I take it?”

         “Oh, I don’t…I’m not…” She didn’t have the confidence of Magpie, the easy conversational ability of Bridget, or the tough exterior of Abby. Talking to a boy left Nora flustered, nearly mute.

         “It’s okay,” Ben said. “You’re not like everyone else here. I like that. And I have to say, I have a fondness for people who like ginger ale. It’s a very underrated soda, if you ask me.” He’d smiled then, the kind of smile that spread across his face as easy as butter and lifted a rather ordinary face into something bright, unforgettable.

         For twelve years, that smile had convinced her that everything was all right. That things would work out. That if she was just patient—give me a chance, Nora, to make it right—the sinking ship they were living on would right itself. She’d given him a hundred chances, and time and time again, he’d blown it. The trust she’d once had in Ben had eroded until there was nothing left.

         “Hey,” Ben said now. But the word didn’t have the friendly note from over a decade ago. It was cold, dispassionate, a greeting issued out of expectation. “They finally did it.”

         “They told us they would.” Nora sighed. “I don’t know what I’m going to tell the kids.”

         “Easy. Don’t tell them anything.” Ben jogged up the stairs, ripped the yellow notice off the door, and stuffed it into his interior jacket pocket.

         The exact way Ben always lived his life. If he didn’t say it out loud, it wasn’t real. “That doesn’t make it go away, Ben. We’ve lost the house. There’s no going back, no passing Go again, no deal to work with the banker.”

         “There’s always a deal, Nora. Just give me a chance—”

         She wheeled on him. “You are the reason we’re in this mess. You’re the reason our kids are being evicted. You—”

         “I didn’t get here on my own, Nora.” He waved at the pizza and the bags. “Takeout? Shopping? What happened to ‘we’ve got to buckle down so we can get caught up’?”

         He was really going to compare twenty dollars’ worth of pizza and fabric to what he had done to them? She was doing the best she could here, working full-time, being a mom, trying to keep them above water. “We are three hundred thousand dollars in debt, Ben. I could buckle down until I’m a hundred and ten and still not pay that off.”

         “I, me.” He threw up his hands and cursed. “What about we, Nora? Till death do us part?”

         “That ended the day you walked into Mohegan Sun and blew your paycheck at a roulette table. And then did it again two weeks later, and a month after that. Chasing a stupid white ball.”

         Ben shook his head. “You’re never going to let that go, are you? Fuck it. I don’t need to listen to this.” He slid his key into the door and went inside.

         Nora grabbed the plant and balloon—a gift from her sister Abby—bumped the door open with her hip before it could close, and then dumped the pizza on a small table and the flowers and bag of fabric on the floor. She charged down the hall after his retreating figure. That was what Ben did—leave when the conversations got tough. Avoid, withdraw, ignore. “Our kids don’t have a home, Ben. You don’t get to be selfish now.”

         “Nora, let it go.” He took out his phone. “I’ll fix this.”

         She snorted. Fix it? There was nothing he could do now. That yellow paper said it all. “I’ve heard you say that twelve thousand times, Ben. And all you’ve ever done is make it worse.” Her gaze skipped over the kitchen, half painted, still missing three upper cabinets, a renovation started four years ago. Yet another of Ben’s promises that had been broken the second the work got inconvenient. Once upon a time, she’d thought she could create a home here. Now some other family would stand on the front lawn, hold up a hand, and buy the house she loved for pennies on the dollar. Every memory she had, every mark on the wall for the kids, every fingerprint on the glass, would belong to someone else. “I’m going to pack some things and take the kids to my mom’s until I find a better solution.”

         “You’re leaving?”

         “Yeah, Ben, I’m leaving. And I don’t want to argue about it or cry about it. Let’s just be adults here and admit we screwed this up. We”—she waved between them—“screwed us up. This whole thing with the house is a sign. We should go our separate ways and start over.”

         Silence. She’d finally spoken the words both of them had danced around for two years. Ben’s gambling had taken a toll on their marriage, damage they’d never recovered from. He’d gone to rehab almost a year ago, thirty days of a desperate attempt to save his family. But the fractures only widened. It wasn’t just the money he’d lost. Nora had watched him put a deck of cards or a roulette table ahead of their marriage, as if it were just another thing to gamble. The promises they’d made to each other on their wedding day became nothing more than words, and at some point, Nora simply stopped trying. They’d gone through the motions for the sake of the kids, but the death knell had sounded the night they’d moved into separate bedrooms.

         Ben crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re not taking my kids from me, Nora.”

         “You already did that yourself, Ben.” She turned on her heel and walked out of the kitchen. If she stayed there for another second, her foolish heart would cave to the haunted look in his eyes, the pain etched in his forehead. How many times had she done that? How many times had she believed things would change?

         All staying with him had done was cost her the only home her children had ever known. Cost her the family she’d wanted to build. The future she had dreamed of having. In the back of her bedroom closet, she found a trio of suitcases. She threw them open on the bed—the bed she had stopped sharing with her husband over a year ago—and started stuffing clean laundry inside. Enough for a few days. She’d figure out the rest later.

         Ben leaned against the door, watching her for a long time without a word. Finally he said, “Don’t go, Nora.”

         She hesitated at the hitch in his voice. The exposed wound in those words. Stay, some foolish, hopeful part of her whispered. Stay and work this out.

         Instead she zipped the largest suitcase shut and then started filling the next one. “Why? Because there’s something to save here? You and I both know there isn’t.”

         “It’s your birthday. We always go to dinner at Giovanni’s on your birthday.”

         Her hands stilled, halfway through folding a Power Rangers T-shirt. “We used to go to Giovanni’s, Ben. We haven’t been in a long time.”

         “We went last year—”

         “Last year, I spent my birthday driving to Foxwoods. You’d sold your car to some guy in the parking lot for five hundred bucks.” There was more, but she didn’t say it. Some secrets were better left in the past.

         “I know I fucked up. A lot. But things have changed, Nora. I’ve changed.”

         She looked up at him, into the eyes she’d once thought could see inside her soul. At the face of the man she’d imagined growing old with, sitting on the back deck sipping wine as the sun set. “You have. The trouble is, Ben, so have I.”

         She closed the last suitcase, propped it on the floor, and wheeled it out of the room and down to her car, leaving the rest behind.

         
              

         

         In the end, Nora chickened out on taking the kids to her mother’s house. Colleen O’Bannon would have questions, and if there was one thing Nora didn’t want right now, it was questions. Instead, she told the kids they were doing something special for Mommy’s birthday, and she took them to a hotel. One night there nearly maxed out her remaining credit card, which meant…

         Talking to her mother today. Procrastination was clearly one of her special talents.

         Nora had bought herself a short reprieve from the tough conversation. Maybe a miracle would occur in those hours, or the world would end, or the Publishers Clearing House folks would show up at her door with a giant cardboard check.

         Until that happened, Nora kept putting off the act of finding a living solution by working. Right now, that meant frosting four layers of vanilla sponge before stacking them for a wedding cake. Her sister Bridget was here, both of them working in the family-owned bakery where they’d spent most of their lives. Abby, her younger sister, would be in tomorrow morning, getting started at the crack of ungodly early to bake all the bread orders. Their mother, who used to be full-time in the shop, came in less and less as she got older, not to mention busier with a social life. In the last few months, Ma had started volunteering at a shelter named Sophie’s Home and spending a lot of time with the director, Roger. Planning programs, Ma claimed, but Nora had detected a hint of a blush whenever Ma talked about Roger.

         Bridget slipped into place beside Nora. She was leaner than Nora, a body yet unthickened by having children, but she had the same long, dark hair and blue eyes as all the O’Bannon girls. It had been a year and a half since Bridget’s husband, Jim, had died, and in that time, Nora had begun to see her sister blossom and grow as she found herself and a life of her own. She was now dating a great guy named Garrett and wore that happy smile of new love. A part of Nora envied that smile. Once upon a time, she’d smiled like that when she talked about Ben.

         “Want some help?” Bridget asked.

         Nora shook off the thoughts of the past and glanced at the work order, flipping past the wedding cake they were working on to what was next, so she could plan the hours ahead. “Sure. I need to have this out the door by four.”

         The directions on the clipboard gave her pause. A Torta del Cielo cake, something they made often in the shop for a quinceañera, but this time, the customer requested a cake pull. The Victorian tradition used silver charms attached to ribbons that were hidden inside the tiers. Guests would pull on the ribbon and be rewarded with some little trinket.

         In that instant, she was twenty-two and sitting in the dining room at her mother’s house, with all of her sisters and Ben. Ma ducked into the kitchen and emerged with a three-tier torta, the scent of almond meringue dancing in the air. Instead of putting it on the table, Ma handed the cake to Ben. He’d dropped to one knee—in front of her entire family—and held the platter out to her, turning it so one curl of gold ribbon faced her. “I love you, Nora, and I don’t want to spend another day without you. At the end of that ribbon is our future, if you want it. Marry me.”

         She’d been stunned, completely in the dark that this family dinner was an impromptu engagement party. She tugged on the gold string and out slipped a diamond ring—elegant and simple and perfect. In that moment, with the ring and meringue and the joy in the room, Nora had thought her life forward would be as beautiful and amazing as the cake.

         But like the dessert, nothing lasted forever. The gold ribbon had long ago been lost, and the sweet moments had soured and spoiled.

         “So…you didn’t say. How was your birthday? Do anything special?” Bridget lifted one of the rounds for the layer cake onto a turntable and grabbed a frosting knife. “If I know Ben, he did something huge and over the top for you.”

         Nora hesitated. Ben’s extravagance had been a major source of contention between them for years. Which for Ben meant expending huge amounts of cash they didn’t have, and when their savings dipped, he’d gone to the dog track or the horse races, in an ever-spiraling quest to “fix everything.”

         In the end, all his big gifts and grand plans had cost them everything. She should have known it from that first day with the torta. There was no middle ground with Ben, and only rare moments of him facing reality. She’d been the one who worried and fussed and returned the overpriced sweaters he’d bought her. He’d looked at her like she’d let all the helium out of his balloons, and instead of apologizing or taking things down a notch, Ben had ramped up the celebration for the next holiday. She stopped trusting him with the checkbook and then stopped trusting him with their lives. It had been a year since he went to the gambling rehab place in New Hampshire, but Nora still saw shades of the old Ben in his tendency to overdo a simple holiday. Last Christmas, he’d bought the kids a trampoline without talking to Nora first. A trampoline she had had to return the next week, just to pay the electric bill. Which meant she was the bad guy, yet again.

         “You know Ben—of course he did, but a little more muted this time because we’ve both been so busy.” Nora pasted on a smile. She’d gotten so used to lying about her life that the words slipped out with barely a hitch in her chest. “Balloons, flowers, a whole big surprise when I got home last night. We took the kids to Giovanni’s for dinner, then called the sitter so Ben and I could walk the beach. He had picked up that Italian pinot gris I love, and we had a little picnic under the stars.”

         The lie sounded so convincing that for a second, even she could believe it. Maybe she’d imagined the auction notice. The fight with Ben. The night in the hotel and the suitcase in the back of her car.

         “You know, you really do have the perfect life,” Bridget said with a sigh. “I used to be so jealous, and, hell, maybe I still am even though Garrett is awesome. But Ben…boy, he really does it up right.”

         Nora checked the smoothness of the frosting job, avoiding Bridget’s gaze. Pale pink buttercream wrapped around the moist cake in a flat, even pattern. Her life might be out of control, but inside the walls of the bakery, Nora could keep order. Maybe that was why she liked working here so much. The precision of measuring, the dependability of what emerged from the ovens, the straight, neat decorations that turned ordinary into amazing. “Yeah, he’s one of a kind.”

         Bridget turned her cake as she skimmed frosting along the edges, her movements fluid and practiced. “By the way, Ma said that new girl is starting today. The one she met at Roger’s place.”

         “Oh yeah, the intern. I forgot about that.” The extra help would be a blessing, especially since Nora had been so distracted lately. The orders had been piling up while Nora’s motivation had been dipping lower every day, and even with her sisters here, it had been hard to keep up. She needed to get back on track, to focus on work. Except her mind kept wandering to that yellow notice, to the house that was no longer hers. To the question of what the hell she was going to do. Nora shook her head and cleared her throat. “Ma spends a lot of time over at the shelter.”

         Sophie’s Home was a shelter started for women and children who were down on their luck or escaping dangerous situations. Nora had seen those women, women who looked just like her. Women who had lost everything.

         She was one of them now, she realized. Homeless, broke, lost.

         “I think she has a crush on Roger,” Bridget said. The founder of the shelter had been introduced to their mother at church last year, and they seemed to have hit it off right away. “And he definitely has one on her. He’s over here all the time, for some imaginary reason or another. What was it yesterday? He dropped off an umbrella because there was a thirty percent chance of rain. Ma parks right outside the back door. She doesn’t need an umbrella to walk ten feet. Still, it’s kinda cute to see him do that kind of thing.” Bridget finished frosting the top of the first round, and then set it to the side and placed a second cake on the turnstile. “Okay, how am I beating you at this? You’re like the decorating Iron Chef. Usually you’ve got two and a half cakes done to my one.”

         “I’m just tired. Late night of birthday celebrating.” Which sounded a whole lot better than a sleepless night on a too-firm hotel bed. Nora’s mind had churned, panic clawing at the edges of every thought.

         Bridget nudged Nora. “You and Ben, just as in love as you were when you got married, huh?”

         “Yeah, definitely.” Nora and Ben had had sex only once in two years. They’d become glorified roommates who shared two kids. In the middle of the night, when the dark crowded into her space in the guest room, Nora wondered what Ben had done for the last two years. When their marriage had been good, they’d had a healthy sex life. She doubted Ben could go more than two weeks without some kind of physical encounter, and given how little he was home nowadays, she had often wondered who he was spending those late nights with. The thought of Ben with someone else pained her, but she’d never asked. She had checked out of their marriage and essentially left him, which meant he was free to do as he pleased. To share that smile with someone else.

         Bridget paused. “Hey, you okay?”

         Nora dipped the knife into the tub, scooped up too much buttercream, and then scraped the glob off and grabbed another, smaller one. “Sure. Fine.”

         Bridget stopped frosting, put her back to the counter, and faced Nora. “You sound a little…different. I don’t mean to pry, but you haven’t seemed like yourself in a while.”

         “I’m fine. Just…tired.” Nora studied the cake as if her life depended on it. When the bell over the shop door rang, she shoved her knife into the tub. “I’ll get that.”

         “I can—”

         But Nora was already out of the kitchen and into the front portion of Charmed by Dessert. She’d always loved the public face of their family-owned bakery. Bright white paint lightened the walls, the starkness offset by pink window trim and black wrought-iron café tables. The glass case, full of pretty much every baked good imaginable, dominated one wall of the shop.

         And all a stark contrast to the twentysomething girl standing in the center of the bakery. She was tall, thin as a beanpole, as Gramma used to say, with dark purple hair cut in a short spiky style. Nora counted at least four piercings above her neck—ears, brow, nose—and she could see the edge of a floral tattoo sticking out from under the sleeve of the girl’s leather jacket.

         “Hey, I’m Iris.” The girl nodded toward Nora. “You work here?”

         “I’m one of the owners.” Nora wiped her hand on her apron and stepped forward. “I’m Nora.”

         The girl had a firm handshake, but her gaze cut away to the floor. Shy? Or shady? “Uh, Roger says I’m supposed to work here,” Iris said. “Said I was supposed to talk to Colleen.”

         “That’s my mother. She owns the bakery, along with me and my sisters. She’s not here right now, but she told us you’d be coming in today,” Nora said. “Do you have any experience working in a bakery?”

         And do you have a criminal record? Probably not a good question to ask, Nora decided.

         “No, I mean, like, not a real one.” Iris toed the floor. “Before…well, before, I used to help my grandma in the kitchen.”

         Good Lord. Roger had probably sent her some girl who barely knew how to make a grilled cheese sandwich. The “help” was going to end up being more work than it was worth. Still, Nora couldn’t turn her away. If Iris was truly terrible, Nora would just put her on dish duty. “Well, let’s get you in the back and get you started. We have a couple orders that have to go out today, so you arrived just in time.”

         The girl looked ready to bolt. “Wait. Like I start now?”

         “Do you have somewhere else you need to be?”

         “No. Not really.” Iris raised her gaze and met Nora’s for a second. Dark kohl eyeliner ringed Iris’s blue eyes and dominated her features, emphasized the paleness of her skin. She looked tired and sad, and unsure. “But, like, don’t you need to interview me or, like, background check me or piss-test me?”

         “Are you a felon? A drug addict?”

         Iris shook her head. “I got enough of both in my family.”

         A sadness hung in Iris’s voice, a weariness that seemed decades too old for her young, unlined face. Nora tried to think of something comforting to say back but only came up with, “Well, good.”

         The girl didn’t reply. Nora wondered if maybe she should have done an interview, or something like that. She’d just assumed, after all that Ma had said about the women at Sophie’s Home, that Roger had vetted whoever he sent to the shop.

         Either way, Nora had more than enough on her plate right now. She didn’t need to add a sullen twentysomething who looked like she’d hopped off a Slipknot tour bus five minutes ago. She’d hand Iris off to Bridget and bury herself in decorating until it was time to get the kids from school.

         Iris lagged behind as Nora pushed on the swinging door and led her into the kitchen. Bridget looked up and gave them a smile. “Hi. I’m Bridget. Nora’s better sister.”

         Nora scoffed. “That’s a matter of opinion.”

         Bridget waved off the words. “Don’t listen to her. She’s grumpy because she’s thirty now. If you want to grab an apron from the hook, I can get you started.”

         Iris hesitated. “I…I’ve never worked in a bakery before. Should I just watch for a while?”

         “Baking’s the kind of thing you have to do hands-on,” Bridget said. “So wash your hands, put on the apron, and get ready to get a little messy.”

         Iris did as she was told, looking over her shoulder every few seconds. Bridget gave the girl an encouraging smile. Even though Nora was the unofficial manager of the bakery, she was more than happy to let Bridget take the lead.

         Nora’s phone began to buzz. She considered ignoring it—Ben had tried to call six times already this morning, and Nora had ignored them all. After the first couple, she hadn’t bothered to listen to the voice mails he’d left or read his texts, because they all said the same thing. Come home. Let’s work this out. I can fix it.

         Nora fished her phone out of her pocket, about to turn it off, when she saw St. Gregory’s Elementary School pop up on the caller ID. Her heart did a little trip, that mother instinct kicking in, causing her to start worrying even before she answered. Nora signaled to Bridget and stepped out back. “Hello?”

         “Mrs. Daniels? This is Sister Esther, the principal at St. Gregory’s.” The nun paused, and for a second, Nora’s heart froze. Her mind pictured a thousand different scenarios, an accident, a bus crash, a field trip gone wrong. “We, uh, have a problem with Sarah. I need you to come in right away.”

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         Sarah sat on a bench outside the principal’s office, swinging her feet back and forth, her toes skimming along the pale green tile. When Nora had dropped her eight-year-old off this morning, Sarah had been wearing clean jeans, a pale pink T-shirt, and a yellow hoodie, with her long dark hair back in a neat braid.

         Now the jeans were scuffed and muddy, the hoodie nowhere to be seen, and most of her hair had escaped the braid. There was a smudge on her chin, and tear tracks ran down her cheeks.

         Nora bent down in front of her daughter, trying to hide the worry and fear roaring inside her. She scanned Sarah, looking for a cut or a scrape, but saw only dirt. Thank God. “Hey, sweetie, what happened?”

         “Nothin’.” Sarah kept her gaze on the floor.

         “Did you get hurt?”

         Sarah shook her head. Nora brushed a lock of hair away from her daughter’s face. At eight, she still had some of that baby roundness in her face, although she was growing tall and gangly like her father. If Nora inhaled, she knew she’d catch the strawberry scent of Sarah’s shampoo, a fragrance that didn’t square with the dirty, grumpy girl before her. “Then what happened?”

         The office door opened and Sister Esther stepped into the hall. She was a short woman, wide in the middle, and her habit swung like a bell over her hips. She’d been here for as long as Nora could remember—the same principal when Nora and her sisters had attended St. Gregory’s—and managed to recall nearly every student’s name.

         She had a kind smile and patience that stretched for miles. Nora had always liked her but still felt that guilty twinge, like she’d been caught sneaking out of class, whenever Sister Esther looked at her.

         “Mrs. Daniels,” Sister Esther said. “So nice to see you, my dear.”

         “Thank you, Sister.” Nora placed a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. Her daughter gave an almost imperceptible twitch, shifting away from her mother’s touch. Nora glanced down, but Sarah didn’t meet her gaze. “What happened? Did Sarah get hurt today?”

         “Perhaps it’s best if we talk in my office.” Sister Esther bent toward the bench. “Sarah, will you be all right out here for a little longer?”

         “Yes, Sister.”

         “Thank you. Why don’t you open up your reading book and start on the homework Sister Margaret gave you while your mother and I chat a bit?” Sister Esther turned and led Nora into the small room that housed her office. Nora shut the door behind them and then took a seat in one of the hard wooden chairs. The principal’s desk was tidy, papers stacked in baskets, pencils and pens nestled in a dark brown coffee cup. Pictures of students lined the top of the bookshelf, and a single red carnation sat in a vase on the windowsill. Nora could hear children on the playground, their voices swinging up and down in the air.

         The nun sat at her desk and steepled her hands. She paused a moment before speaking. “We’ve had a few problems with Sarah as of late.”

         No small talk, no wasted words. “Problems?” Nora echoed.

         “As I’m sure you’re aware, her grades have been dropping.”

         “Uh, yes, I knew that.” Was it a mortal sin to lie to a nun? Was she going straight to hell for forgetting to check Sarah’s backpack every day? Nora had gotten so sidetracked by the bills and arguing with the creditors that the kids’ grades had fallen off her priority list.

         She bit back a sigh. How did Ben expect her to do it all? Work full-time, deal with the bills and debt calls, and do everything for the kids? The partnership she’d entered into when she said “I do” had become a one-sided, shitty deal.

         Sister Esther waited a beat, but Nora didn’t fill in the blank with an explanation. “Our greater concern right now is her behavior. Sarah has been acting…out of character.” The nun’s lips pursed. “There has been some misconduct in class and a fight at recess.”

         “Sarah got into a fight?” Of all the kids in the world Nora would pick for a fighter, her daughter wouldn’t even come to mind. Sarah had a sweet temperament, a fondness for rescuing animals, and an overwhelming love for the color pink. That wasn’t a kid who got into fights. “If that’s so, then I’m sure she had a good reason. Perhaps someone is bullying her?”

         “I’m afraid”—Sister Esther’s brows knitted, and she paused a beat again—“Sarah is the bully.”

         Sarah is the bully. The words took their time connecting in Nora’s brain. Her sweet third-grader, who drew pictures of butterflies and named every living creature she saw, was a bully?

         “You must be mistaken. Sarah is not a bully. Do you have her confused with another student? Or maybe she was defending herself. Have you talked to the other child involved? Kids lie, you know. Especially when they don’t want to get in trouble.”

         Adults lie too, her mind whispered. Especially when their life is out of control.

         Sister Esther’s face softened. “Ah, Nora, I know how hard it is to hear that one of your children has done something wrong.”

         No, Nora thought, no, you don’t. You’ve never had children. You can’t possibly know what is going on in my head.

         “But I am a firm believer in accepting and facing our faults so we can fix them. At St. Gregory’s, we have a strict no-bullying policy. Sarah has been picking on several of her classmates for a while now. Because she has always been a good student, and because we know you and your family so well, we tried to be lenient. Her teacher and I have talked to her many times. We have given her second chances we don’t give to the other children. But today,” the nun sighed, “today was not the kind of day we could turn a blind eye to.”

         A stone mound of dread and worry formed in Nora’s stomach. “What happened?”

         “Do you know Anna Richardson?”

         Anna, Sarah’s best friend in kindergarten. They’d joined Brownies together and been at each other’s houses so often during summer break that it almost seemed like Nora had two daughters. Nora tried to think of the last time Anna had been at the house and couldn’t remember. Had it been April? March? Or last year?

         “Anna and Sarah are friends. They sold Girl Scout cookies together last year in front of the Stop and Shop and then we went out for ice cream.” As if sharing some Samoas and a couple cones of mint chocolate chip was enough to convince Sister Esther that she was mistaken about the kids involved.

         “Well, sadly, sometimes friendships turn. I don’t know what happened between Anna and Sarah, but today on the playground, Sarah was…” Sister Esther’s face pinched, and the sympathy vanished. “Well, she had Anna up against the wall, and she was threatening to hit her. Anna was very clearly frightened. Anna tried to get away, Sarah grabbed her, and they ended up on the ground. The fight went on for several seconds before one of the teachers broke it up. No one was hurt, but there are consequences, as you know.”

         The clock on the wall ticked. A bell rang, and a second later, there was a low roar in the halls. Nora couldn’t find her voice.

         Sarah had beat up another girl? In third grade? A girl who was her friend? Why?

         “I realize how hard this is to hear,” Sister Esther went on. “And I’m just as surprised as you are, believe me. Because Sarah is such a good student and has not been in this kind of trouble before, I’m going to meet with her teachers before meting out an appropriate discipline. There will be some kind of suspension, I’m sure. Maybe even…” The nun let out a breath. “Well, let’s see what the consensus is before we talk about extreme options.”

         Like expulsion. Nora shook her head. This couldn’t be happening. Maybe all of it—the auction notice, the fight with Ben, this meeting—was some kind of bizarre uber-realistic dream. Maybe that was what Ben was doing—ignoring reality and walking around in some fantasy of everything being okay.

         “I can’t believe Sarah would do such a thing,” Nora said. “You can rest assured, Sister Esther, that her father and I will talk to her.”

         “I’m glad to hear that. It’s always a good thing when the parents are involved and on board. However, you need to know that if Sarah can’t learn from this lesson and start being nice to the other children, then…we will have to expel her.” The nun sighed. “I really don’t want to do that. I have enjoyed having another generation of O’Bannon girls at this school. You four girls were always such a bright part of my days.”

         The nun went on to mention possibilities for discipline and remediation. Things like meetings with a counselor, some time spent after school doing menial chores and weekly parental check-ins, while Nora’s mind whirled around the information that her daughter had been brawling on the playground. Nora thanked Sister Esther, then headed out of the principal’s office. She stopped by the receptionist’s desk, made up a doctor appointment for Jake, and then signed both kids out for the day. Given the fight Sarah had been in, both she and Sister Esther had agreed it would be best for Sarah to go home and Nora didn’t want to come back up here in a few hours to get Jake. Now Nora was lying to the nuns. Maybe all this was God’s way of giving her a little warning smack about the Ten Commandments.

         She went into the hall to wait for Jake. Sarah was still sitting on the bench, her gaze locked on the tile floor.

         Nora bent down in front of her daughter. Tears hung on the ends of Sarah’s eyelashes, and her nose was runny. Any anger and shock Nora had felt in the principal’s office disappeared. Nora wanted to scoop her up and tell her that it would all be okay, like she had so many times before. Instead, Nora fished a tissue out of her purse and dabbed at her daughter’s face. Sarah drew back, again, an almost imperceptible distance. The first time, Nora could write it off as embarrassment or upset, but the second time the cold front moved in between her and her daughter, there was no denying Sarah was avoiding Nora’s touch. When they were out of the shadows of St. Gregory’s, Nora would see if she could figure out what was wrong. “Honey, let’s go home, okay? Then we can talk.”

         “I don’t wanna talk.”

         “That’s okay, for now. I signed Jake out so you two can skip out of school early today,” Nora said, trying to make the whole thing sound like a fun-fun idea. “You guys can come to the bakery with me, and then tonight, how about we go to Grandma’s house?”

         Sarah shook her head. “I wanna go home. I don’t wanna go to Grandma’s house.”

         “Grandma’s house is fun,” Nora said, still in that peppy, this-is-awesome voice. “And I bet she’ll make you guys some cookies. We can rent a movie and stay up late.”

         When Sister Esther had mentioned consequences, Nora was pretty sure the nun didn’t mean cookies, movies, and delayed bedtimes. Nora knew she should be harsher, angrier, but she couldn’t summon up the energy right now. In the scheme of things, a playground fight ranked a lot lower than homelessness.

         “I wanna sleep in my room,” Sarah said. “I wanna read my Harry Potter books. I wanna see Daddy.”

         Three things that Nora couldn’t give her daughter right now. Jake came bounding down the hall, his usual affable self, and saved Nora from an answer. “Hi, Mommy,” Jake said. “Sister Mary said I get to go home early. Do I gotta go see the doctor?”

         Nora ruffled Jake’s dark brown hair and smoothed the unruly waves he’d inherited from his father. “Nope, no doctor. Just a fun day at the bakery with me, Aunt Bridget, and Grandma. And then we can go stay at Grandma’s house and have a sleepover. Sound good?”

         “Yeah! I love going to Grandma’s!” Jake, the child who took everything in stride, who rarely complained, danced beside Nora as the three of them walked down the hall and out to the car.

         Sarah didn’t say a word. When had her eight-year-old gone from bubbly and talkative to silent and sullen? In those hours when Nora had stayed late at the bakery, pouring herself into the job, because that was the only place where she could feel like she had some kind of control? Or on those nights when Nora had paced the kitchen, drowning in a pile of bills and demand letters, trying to balance a budget that was forever uneven? Or in those weeks when Nora had drawn into herself, while her husband was gambling their future away?

         Ben should have been there for the kids when Nora couldn’t be. Ben should have picked up the slack, especially when he knew how many hours Nora worked. His job was more flexible, since he was the boss and could set his own hours. Ben should have checked the homework and grades. As usual, he’d left her to juggle everything. Her job, the bills, the kids. Yet another reason why Nora wasn’t answering his texts or heading home.

         The kids climbed into the car, Jake talking a mile a minute, Sarah ignoring everyone. Nora engaged in a half-hearted conversation with her youngest while she drove, but her gaze kept flicking to Sarah. Her daughter had her backpack clutched to her chest, chin on the gray fabric, her face sour and sad.

         Nora parked in the back of the bakery beside her mother’s car. By the time she helped Jake unbuckle, Sarah had already gone inside. Ma was waiting at the back door when Nora pulled it open, her face expectant. Across the kitchen, Bridget was on the phone, taking an order. She had given the kids a quick hello, sent a wave in Nora’s direction, and then went back to the call. Iris was mixing dough in one of the massive stand mixers, watching the arm revolve and giving the recipe nervous glances from time to time.

         “Half day?” Ma asked, with a judgmental arch of her brow.

         Just once, Nora wanted to walk in this building when she was having a bad day and not be subjected to an FBI-worthy interrogation. Just once, she wished her mother would give her a hug and leave her alone.

         “Something like that.” Nora told Jake and Sarah to go out front and pick a cookie. When the kids were gone, she turned to her mother. “Can we, uh, come stay with you tonight?”

         “Stay with me? Why?” Colleen’s gaze narrowed, and she leaned closer.

         “Ben is…uh…finishing up the kitchen renovation. I won’t have a sink or stove while he’s doing that, and the house will be a mess. With the kids, it’s just…tough.”

         In the space of twenty-four hours, she’d lied to her sister, a nun, her kids, and her mother. She was pretty sure she’d just bought herself a one-way ticket straight to hell. Do not collect two hundred dollars. Do not pass purgatory.

         Ma cocked her head and studied Nora for a moment. It was like being in front of the headmistress all over again. Nora held her ground, keeping that fake smile on her face until her cheeks hurt. “It’ll be nice to spend time with my grandchildren,” Ma said. “And since you’re busy here and I have a little free time in the afternoon, why don’t I get them from school tomorrow so they won’t have to go to that day care?”

         “That would be great.” One less bill to pay, a bill Nora couldn’t afford anyway. “Thanks, Ma.”

         The assessing look returned. Ma put a hand on Nora’s cheek. “Are you okay? You look a little pale. Are you sleeping enough? Eating enough?”

         “I’m fine, Ma. Just fine.” The immortal phrase used by everyone in the O’Bannon family. A phrase that had become Nora’s mantra. If she kept saying everything was okay, then maybe by some weird law of attraction or last-minute miracle, it would be.

         
              

         

         Iris wasn’t entirely useless. She was quiet, so quiet that Nora forgot she was there. She did whatever Bridget or Nora asked, with minimal questions. They kept her on simple tasks—mixing dough, filling baking pans, washing dishes. Around three, she asked if she could leave. Iris toed at the floor for a second and spoke more words than she had since she’d arrived. “Is it okay if I go now? My friend has a doctor appointment ’cause she’s, like, pregnant, and she broke up with her boyfriend because he, like, plays Xbox all day and treats her like crap.”

         Ben might have been far from perfect as a husband, but he had been there for every OB appointment and had been there to hold Nora’s hand, rub her back, and talk her through the labor and delivery with that calm, quiet voice of his. She could only imagine how hard the road ahead would be for Iris’s friend. “Iris, if your friend needs some baby clothes, I have plenty left over from the kids. I’d be glad to put together a box.”

         “That’s really nice of you,” Iris said, her face bright with surprise at the offer, which made Nora wonder what kind of world the girl lived in where this kind of thing was a shock. “She’s on, like, food stamps, and baby things are expensive.”

         Nora didn’t have the heart to tell Iris that those expenses only grew as the kids did. Not to mention the stress. A box of hand-me-down onesies and bibs was about all Nora could offer right now.

         “No problem on leaving early, Iris,” Bridget said. “When you come in tomorrow, we can set up a more official schedule.”

         “Okay. I…I appreciate it. I’m trying to help my mom out.”

         “Well, as long as you keep working out like this, you’ll have a job,” Bridget said.

         “Okay.” Iris lingered a moment, worrying her bottom lip, as if she had more to say. Instead, she took off her apron and headed out the door, with only a quiet goodbye sent in Colleen’s direction. As Iris exited, she stepped to the side, making room for a tall man in jeans and an old Stones T-shirt to enter.

         Ben.

         For a second, Nora’s heart forgot everything that had happened. She saw the stubble on his cheeks, the one untameable wave of hair, the rippled muscles of his arms, and the solid wall of his chest. Ben had worked in construction since he was fifteen, and even though he had his general contractor’s license now, he preferred to be hands-on, transforming a pile of wood and plaster into a celebrity-worthy bathroom or gourmet chef kitchen. The defined muscles and flat plane of his stomach showed how hard he worked, and despite everything, Nora’s body still reacted to his. Damn it.

         She wanted to hate him, and maybe a part of her did. The part that felt betrayed, the part that had been alone and sobbing on the bathroom floor, waiting for a husband who was on a three-day bender of slot machines and roulette wheels. That anger simmered beneath the surface, like a tsunami behind a dam. She’d never talked about it, never told Ben about that night. Instead, she kept those emotions tucked deep inside the crevices of her mind.

         Sarah and Jake broke into a run, barreling across the shop’s tile floor and straight into Ben. “Daddy!”

         “Hey, guys!” Ben chuckled and scooped up both kids, one in each arm. “What are you two doing here?”

         “Mommy said we got to get outta school early, ’cause we’re having a fun day,” Jake said. “And tonight, Gramma’s making us cookies, and we’re gonna watch a movie at her house.”

         “Are you coming to Gramma’s too, Daddy?” Sarah asked.

         Ben lowered the kids to the ground and put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “Let me talk to your mom about that, okay?”

         Nora cut her gaze away from the question in Ben’s face, the hope in the kids’ eyes. “Ma, could you watch the kids for a minute? I want to talk to Ben…without little ears around.” She kept her tone light, as if they were going to talk about something mundane like Sarah’s birthday party, not the end of their marriage.

         “Sure, sure.” Ma bent down to her grandkids. “Who wants to help me finish putting up the Halloween decorations? I think we need more cobwebs, don’t you?”

         Nora left her apron on the counter and headed out the front door with Ben. They walked a little while in silence, ambling down the sidewalk and away from the nosy stares on the other side of the plate glass windows of the shop. A part of Nora wanted to let the silence linger because then she wouldn’t have to talk about the rest, all those things about their relationship that she hadn’t faced as the bills stacked up and the stress threatened to overwhelm her. But doing that had left her with a dying marriage, an empty bank account, and a repossessed house.

         “I’m not coming home, if that’s what you’re here to ask me,” she said finally. “Either way, there’s no home to go to.”

         “Home is what we make it, Nora.”

         She scoffed. “Let me get you some linen so you can embroider that into a little sampler and hang it on the wall.”

         “Can we talk about this without the sarcasm, please?” Ben’s face pinched into a scowl. “I want you to come home, Nora. You and the kids.”

         “Home? What fucking home, Ben?” She shook her head. “Home is a place you can depend on, a place you know your kids are going to wake up in every day, a place you are sure they will go to sleep in every night. Our home is on the auction block. It’s not ours anymore.”

         They skirted a planter filled with chrysanthemums, blooming bright yellows and oranges. Georgi, the owner of the flower shop next door to the bakery, gave Nora a little wave as she passed. She nodded in return, pasting a smile on her face. That everything-is-fine smile she had perfected since childhood.

         Ben ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I don’t know what you want me to do, Nora.”

         “It doesn’t matter, Ben. It’s too late. I think…” She drew in a breath, let it out again. She couldn’t keep lying to herself or to Ben. The truth had been right there in front of her on all those nights she sat home alone, and in all those moments when she looked at the man she thought she used to know and realized he’d become a stranger. “I think we should separate. Officially.”

         He stepped in front of her. His body blocked the sun, and a cool shadow dropped over her. “Are you asking me for a divorce?”

         She looked up into eyes that used to be filled with love and understanding, not the cold distance she saw now. She caught the scent of his cologne on the breeze, a mix of warmth and sawdust. They might have had something wonderful once, but every disappointment, every hurt, every loss had whittled away what was left of their relationship. She was tired of fighting. Tired of hurting. Tired of hoping. “Yes, Ben, I want a divorce.”

         He stared at her for a long, long time, his features hardening. “So you’re giving up.”

         “No, I’m not. I’m accepting reality. Maybe you should try that sometime.”

         He threw up his hands and started walking again, his steps hitting the pavement with hurried, angry thuds. “What the fuck do you want out of me, Nora? I’m working as hard as I can, going to meetings, groveling—”

         “Groveling? Really? You fucked up our lives, Ben.” She grabbed his hand and spun him back to face her. “You lost tens of thousands of dollars. You didn’t pay the bills. You didn’t stay involved with the kids, and now Sarah is probably going to be kicked out of St. Gregory’s for fighting—”

         “Sarah got into a fight?” Concern erased the anger in Ben’s face, and for a second, he was her husband again, the man who had held her hand in that delivery room and calmed her when the pain got too hard to bear. “Is she okay?”

         She refused to fall for the look in Ben’s eyes again. He might have been in that delivery room, but he had also deserted her when she needed him most. “She’s fine. I took care of it, Ben. Like I have taken care of everything else from the day we got married. And don’t worry, I’ll take care of the divorce too.”
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