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      “Em, you’ve gotta see this,” Katie called out.

      Lost in her thoughts, Emma pressed the iron carefully around the delicate embroidery of the linen tablecloth, something she had seen her mother do many times right here in this room. So ordinary, so routine. But nothing was ordinary now—not being home at Evergreen or spending time with her sister. No, nothing would be ordinary again after having come thousands of miles to bury her mother. She used to think her entire life was extraordinary, filled with success, family, a career in Paris, and love. But now she wondered, was it really? So much had changed. She missed her mother already and her extended family.

      “Emma,” Katie called again. “Come here . . . please.”

      Her concentration interrupted, Emma turned away from the stack of linens she was ironing and sorting in the kitchen and moved toward the door to the hallway.

      “What is it?”

      A week after their mother’s funeral, the sisters had begun to go through the big Victorian house, salvaging what they would keep and what they would give away. It was strange to be back here under these circumstances, the same kind of event that had made Evergreen their home after the death of their mother’s father.

      “Come look at what I’ve found.”

      The excitement in Katie’s voice reminded Emma of when Katie was five and had come running into the house yelling for Emma to come see what she’d found in the garden hedgerow. Only baby bunnies, but for Katie, a great discovery, new and awe-inspiring.

      “Buried treasure?” Emma asked as she made her way down the long hall with its high ceilings and mahogany crown molding—a hallway that once had been a stage for theatrical skits and whirling toes to entertain her father. She stopped at the parlor where Katie was surrounded by stacks of books and cardboard boxes.

      “Well, sort of—old photographs.”

      Emma paused in the doorway and watched her younger sister as she sat on the floor in her capris and Ferragamo leopard sandals, rustling pages and laughing at what she’d found. As always, her little sister looked great, a fashion statement from head to toe, her long strawberry hair flowing over her bare shoulders. Was this the same skinny, freckled-faced kid who had followed her everywhere, asking her questions about how fireflies got their name, or how a bug could have lightning inside its body?

      The scent of honeysuckle drifted through the loosely draped, white voile curtains filtering the mid-morning light of late April, backlighting her sister’s silhouette and giving the room its own spirituality. Emma remembered her grandfather’s parlor as dark, with dingy lace curtains, a worn oriental carpet over the oak floor, and overstuffed velvet furniture. The old pedal organ that had stood in the corner—the one she used to plunk on her visits those many years ago—was replaced with a cozy chintz-covered armchair. Her mother and father had turned this space into a cheery playroom for her and Katie, then later into a formal sitting room for guests. The room had had many faces, and Emma had mixed emotions about being here again. Her heart ached.

      Emma watched Katie study a photo album. Her sister’s eyes focused intently on the pages as her mouth broke into a smile.

      “Let’s see.” Emma held out her hands to take the album from her sister, but Katie grasped her hand and pulled her to the floor.

      “Ow!” Emma hit the rug, rocking backward on her hips.

      “Sit. We’ll look at them together.”

      Emma was glad to be temporarily removed from the monotony of sorting but wondered if they would be able to get anything accomplished. It seemed Katie was continually distracted. Emma was anxious about all the work they had ahead of them, not to mention the paperwork associated with the estate.

      Katie opened to the middle of the book. “Look. Here you are with Shep.”

      Emma brushed her dark brown hair behind her ears and studied the photo of their collie surrounded by tall sunflowers in the back garden. She smiled. “We were inseparable.” Emma pointed to a photo on the next page. “And here you are with Magic working your very first cavaletti.”

      They both stared at the little girl on the grey pony. “I’m very serious, really concentrating.” Katie laughed.

      Emma thought about how that was a time free of worry, so wonderful and so unappreciated while living it, though grateful now for having had it.

      As Katie fingered through more pages, they both laughed and sighed at the childhood birthday parties, Easter outfits, and former pets—amazed at how dated the photos seemed and how much history the snapshots contained, not only of their family but also of the home itself. Once her grandfather’s farm, then her father’s horse farm, and later her mother’s Bed and Breakfast, the house intertwined their family history—a history beyond boxes and photo albums. Nostalgia swept over Emma, and her throat became dry. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that she had pockets full of memories but no tangible family now to reach out to, hug, and hold—except Katie.

      “Look,” Katie said. “Here’s dad with Beauty and Jazzy.”

      Emma stared at the handsome figure of her tall father with his shot of red hair standing next to his black mare and foal. Katie took after him—the Irish side—with her fair skin, green eyes, and red hair.

      “He really did well with the horses.”

      Yes, Emma thought, it had been her father, with his passion for horses, who had elevated Evergreen into a horse farm. He had added a handsome twelve-stall barn complete with an indoor schooling arena for dressage and jumping. The farm itself had a practice cross-country course that meandered around the entire property. Many of their horses competed internationally, and both girls were avid riders and pony clubbers. Still, Katie had been her daddy’s little angel. She was only eight when he died.

      Emma looked hard at the photo of her dad, realizing how special her time with her father had been and how much more time she’d had with him than Katie. Katie was a few years younger and the wild child who was into everything good and bad—like makeup, smoking, dating, and sex—sooner than her sister. Emma had been more academic, loved art, music, and of course, her horses. In fact, horses had been her passion early on and were the single most consistent connection between both of them and their father.

      Her dad, a lawyer by trade, turned weekend country gentleman, had become well known for his thoroughbred breeding business. He converted his own passion for horses and riding into a profitable operation that produced some of the top show hunters and jumpers in the country.

      It had been an ordinary Saturday morning until her mother answered the telephone. Emma and Katie were in the kitchen talking and watching their mother cut large slices of French bread for their toast. The kitchen was the family’s favorite gathering place, large and airy, with white linen napkins neatly arranged on the red and silver formica table where the girls were sitting. Sunlight poured through an open window that looked out over the summer garden bursting with roses, hydrangeas, and lavender. Shep was napping under the old oak tree at the far end of the yard. Even now, Emma remembered how the scent of roses mingled with the aroma of bacon sizzling on the stove that morning.

      They watched their mother touch her face and wipe tears from her eyes and cheeks. Emma had been scared and worried but tried to remain calm. Katie burst into tears at the sight of her mother crying. Emma remembered her mother pulling off her yellow cotton apron and wringing it into a ball and then sliding down the wall near the phone in a faint.

      The news had been surreal. Her father’s overnight flight from Paris to New York was missing in a sudden electrical storm. The airline was notifying the families, but there was no other news as to what had happened. Later that evening it was confirmed: Her father was dead.

      Emma gently touched the photo of her father and felt her chest tighten. He had died too soon, hadn’t seen her grow up, and now when she had to grieve again, she couldn’t reach out to him.

      “They were beautiful horses, weren’t they, Em?” Katie murmured.

      “Yes, beautiful.” Emma struggled to hold back her tears. My father was beautiful too, she said in her heart.

      Katie turned toward Emma, handing her the album. “Do you think there’s more in the attic?” Before Emma could answer, Katie stood and was already moving across the room toward the back of the front foyer and up the stairway to the second floor. Emma heard the creak of the pull-down stairs. After a few moments, Katie yelled, “Em! Come on up.”

      Emma turned more pages in the album not wanting to move. She wanted to study the artifacts she held in her hands. She didn’t like attics or dark, dirty, confined spaces.

      “There’s more stuff!”

      Emma moved slowly out of the room toward her sister’s voice and climbed to the top of the creaking steps. Her eyes settled on the sea of dust-covered boxes, lamps, trunks, carpets, and disarray before her. Sunlight trickled through the eaves’ window giving the attic junk a ghostly quality.

      “Oh!” Emma gasped for air.

      Katie grinned. “Isn’t this a treasure?”

      Emma was speechless, overwhelmed by the task before them and all the stuff. Oh my god, she thought, how can we go through all of this? Beads of sweat formed over her brow. She struggled to breathe while Katie saw this as an adventure. Katie, whose energy seemed endless and spirit unbeatable, was making Emma long for calm and solitude.

      Emma finally blurted out, “I had no idea. We’ll have to clean this out before we sell the place or decide what to do with it.”

      Katie wasn’t listening. She was already opening the beautiful tin steamer trunk and peering over the top edge. She reached for a folder with the word “Evergreen” written across the top and handed it to Emma. “Here you go, take a look at this. I’m going to keep digging through the trunk.”

      Emma recognized her grandfather’s handwriting and realized she was holding a condensed history of the farm. Her maternal grandfather had owned property along the southern portion of Cedar Run in Virginia. In the 1920s, he and his brother used their sawmill to produce the oak, pine, and hickory boards needed to build the five-bedroom Victorian farmhouse on more than two-hundred acres. After he died, their mother inherited the place, and it was here that Katie and Emma had grown up. Evergreen stood like a sentry on the highest point of the property, and stately Virginia cedars lined its long driveway.

      Emma skipped down to the early history of their property and began to skim. According to her grandfather, the current land was but a small portion of the original thirty-thousand acres that once made up Effingham Plantation. Emma knew about the plantation, but simply couldn’t imagine all that land. She read that by the late 1700s, only about two-thousand acres remained due to heirs and owners selling it off or parceling it out. Emma’s eyes shifted to a large notation at the bottom of the page. The writing was a bit faded but she managed to make out that William A. Alexander built Effingham, the Tidewater colonial manor house that still stands today. The name rang a bell. Wasn’t he a descendant of John Alexander, the Scotsman after whom Alexandria, Virginia was named?

      Emma turned the page. Yes, there it was in black and white: William A. Alexander, the great-grandson, with notes about his family and a brief genealogy. Emma couldn’t believe what she was reading. Her family was related to the original owners by marriage. She now understood why the land was always so important to her grandfather and her mother. It was part of who they were and their family history for hundreds of years. They had been part of the land well before any of them were born.

      Emma looked at her sister. “Did mom ever tell you about the history of Evergreen?”

      “Just that grandad built it and that the land was originally part of a plantation in colonial days.”

      “Well, you’ve gotta read this. It’s fantastic! Grandad wrote down how our family is connected to the manor house and the owners in the eighteenth century. Katie, did you hear what I said?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here’s another tidbit for you. Before you were born, mother and I visited a cousin of hers who lived in the manor house.

      “Really? Cool. I’ll read it. Put it in the box to take downstairs, but now look at this.” Katie was in junk heaven. She picked up a worn album and dusted off the leather cover, revealing the faint gold letters: “Our Family.”

      Emma gazed over Katie’s shoulder, watching her flip through the pages of faded photographs. Many of the faces were unfamiliar, but she thought she recognized some aunts, uncles, and cousins on her mother’s and grandmother’s side. She wished she’d known them all. More old pictures, then pages fell from an envelope: birth certificates, a marriage certificate, baptismal records, a wedding photo, and a small key with a red ribbon looped through it.

      Katie held up the key. “My, my, this key looks like a . . .”

      But before she could say the word, Emma tried to snatch the key from her sister and fell forward onto the dusty trunk.

      Katie looped the red ribbon around her finger and held the key high over her sister’s head. “Oops. Be careful, sis. Want your diary key?” Katie laughed.

      Emma’s face reddened as she tried again to grab the key from Katie’s hand. She was getting angry. Emma felt like a sixteen-year-old being tortured by her little sister.

      “Oh My God, you had a diary,” Katie roared. “I’m amazed.”

      The attic dust lodged in Emma’s throat. “Give it to me.” She coughed. “Give it to me!”

      In the next instant, Katie was on her knees rummaging through the trunk, searching for the book of secrets. Emma watched with dread as her sister dug deep and then pulled out the yellow box with Emma’s name on it and removed the top. Inside were photos and memories of childhood friends, dances, letters to former boyfriends, and letters from Paris to her mother that Katie pushed aside so the little red book was in plain view.

      Emma reached and strained to retrieve the key and the book from her sister. “That’s private!”

      “Not for long, sis, not for long.” Katie grinned as she held the book up in front of her.

      “Come on, Katie. We don’t have time for this!”

      “Uh oh,” Katie teased. “I think you’re worried. What is it? Something incriminating?”

      God, Emma thought, I don’t want her knowing about the men in my life, especially about the parties and sex in high school. But it was more than that. The diary contained the intimate moments she had shared with him . . . from the very beginning. But that didn’t stop Katie from putting the key into the lock and turning it. She opened the book and began to read: September 25, 1972, Last night was so wonderful. We went to the boathouse at midnight, and . . .

      That did it. Before Katie could react, Emma knocked the book out of her sister’s hands. She grasped it tightly and held it against her chest.

      “You can dish it out but can’t take it. Is that it, sis?” Katie smiled.

      “We all have secrets, Katie.”

      “Do we?”

      Emma paused. She wanted to keep her feelings safe, private. She knew she didn’t want Katie to read the diary and Emma wasn’t sure she wanted to either. Opening that diary was like opening her heart, and if done too abruptly, it would shatter once again. Emma looked up at Katie. “Well, private. I mean private.”

      Katie smiled. “So, what do you need to hide?”

      “Nothing. I just don’t want to share it with you.”

      “I’m your sister. I’m the best person to share it with.”

      Emma couldn’t believe the direction this was taking. She fingered the lock on the diary. “No, I don’t want to share it with anyone, at least not now.” Those memories still hurt. “Didn’t you have a journal or diary, Katie?”

      Katie laughed. “Heavens no. I didn’t have time.”

      Emma pushed on. “Not even in college?”

      “No,” Katie said matter-of-factly. “Especially not then. I didn’t want to keep track of my dating disasters.”

      “So, there was no one special?”

      “Not really.” Katie paused. “But I did write Kevin Reilly’s name over and over again on my book covers.”

      “Who?”

      “Oh, someone I had a crush on freshman year.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. We were talking about you and your love life—your recorded love life, remember?”

      “Still not sharing,” Emma barked. “Give it a rest; we have work to do.”

      “Okay, okay.” Katie shrugged and gave her sister a gentle hug. “I didn’t realize it meant so much to you.”

      Emma now had an aura of mystery about her, something to be solved, unlocked, and explored. She remained silent and kept her diary close to her as they continued to sift through the pieces of what remained—old records warped with time; boxes of farm ledgers and journals belonging to her grandfather; dishes, linens, books, and more books. In a way, it was like walking through an amusement park in the dark, not knowing what would pop up next. She pulled more treasures from the attic—her grandfather’s love letters to her grandmother, brittle and yellowed with age, and letters in her mother’s handwriting to her parents when she was at boarding school, parts of their lives she had never known. She was glad to have this history, this family. At the same time, she wanted everything—well, some things—the way they had been.

      Katie handed Emma the marriage certificate of her grandparents dated 1897, and Emma realized how little she knew about them. She felt as if she were finding bread crumbs along a lovely winding trail as she tried to piece together something of her family history.

      Emma’s memory of her grandfather was a more recent version than the one in the tintype she had pulled from the album, and her grandmother had died before she was born. Still, she didn’t know anything about how they met or about their siblings. Had they met by chance? She continued to study the tintype photo cradled in her hands and thought “by chance.” Isn’t it all by chance?  She ran her fingers slowly over the surface of the photo and knew it was by chance that she was here at Evergreen once again.

      Emma tilted her head. “Do you think everything happens by chance?”

      Katie glanced at her sister. “What? Why? What made you think of that?”

      “Oh, that we’re here again by chance . . . that life is so . . . random, so . . .” She stopped herself from saying the words, finite, fragile.

      From the wedding photo, her grandmother’s exquisite features were readily visible. But what color were her eyes? They were light—perhaps blue or green. They must have been blue like her mother’s and hers. Yes, they were blue, she decided. Looking deep into the background of the photo, she spotted the faint outline of a Victorian house, which made her wonder where the photo was taken. It wasn’t here—maybe a studio backdrop.

      Her grandparents looked almost too serious staring at the camera. She thought about them and their lives and struggles, and whether she could have survived living in their time. A maelstrom of ideas raced through her head as she tried to imagine and envision being them. The photo didn’t reveal their happiness, but she had heard plenty of stories about their love and dedication to each other. Emma let out a deep sigh and wondered if, by chance, she would also find someone to love her that deeply and forever.

      “You and Trevor, you met by chance, didn’t you?” Katie asked, as if reading Emma’s mind.

      Emma glanced up, startled, and felt her entire body warm at the mention of Trevor. A smile softened her face.

      “Well, I certainly didn’t plan on it, and I didn’t plan to love him either.”

      “What happened, anyway?

      “I’m still trying to figure that out.”
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        * * *

      

      When Emma awoke the next morning, Katie was gone, or so she thought. Emma called for her and looked around the house and then headed outside with coffee cup in hand. The spring sunlight warmed her bare feet as she walked through the gate and into the pasture. She sauntered up the hill and stood surveying the fields. For a moment, she was her mother that summer morning looking for her four-year-old daughter who had sneaked out of the house after breakfast. Emma remembered walking forever over the big hill of the pasture, past the ponies and horses, to search for bluebells near the edge of the run out of sight of the house. When her mother found her, Emma was covered in mud and flower petals and was talking to Shep, who laid beside her basking in the sun. Emma, blinded by the sunlight, was frightened by the larger-than-life figure—a giant—descending from the mountain to get her. “There you are my little one,” her mother had said, reassuring Emma. “I think you’ve wandered too far from me.”

      The pink shirt in the distance brought Emma back into the moment as she continued toward the run where she found her sister picking wildflowers—blue flag iris, pink and red columbine, Virginia bluebells, and daffodils—and placing them in a large basket that sat near the edge of the water. The colors overflowed onto her bare legs and warm grass, and Katie looked like a girl of twenty with her strawberry hair flickering like a flame.

      “How long have you been out here?”

      “Not long enough,” Katie said. “I’m beginning to see the Renaissance colors of this place. I’d forgotten them.”

      Emma looked at the flowers strewn in the wicker basket and thought they would make a wonderful still life or a lovely line in a poem. What was the saying . . . art imitates life?

      “A penny?” Emma knelt next to her. “You seem sad.”

      Katie continued to pluck the flowers from the field. After a long silence, she said, “It’s more nostalgia, I guess.” She wished everything could be the same again, she told her sister. She wanted her youth back, all those lazy days of summer, her parents, her boyfriends, her pets. She wanted it even though it hadn’t been perfect, even though she knew she was in a much better place now.

      “Nostalgia. It’s our genetic deficiency.” Emma smiled.

      “Do you believe the saying that Time moves toward you?” Katie wondered.

      Emma always thought time was more elusive, hard to grasp and hold onto, but memories—memories moved toward her like the breeze swirling around them. “Don’t know, but it never seemed that way for me. Why?”

      “Just remembering how it was.”

      Emma understood by the look on her sister’s face that she, too, recalled the gatherings they’d had with all the family, sometimes thirty people or more. The grownups would sit on the screened back porch and talk and laugh while the children played, trying to see who could spit their watermelon seeds the farthest.

      Katie pressed the flowers close to her chest. “They’re lovely, aren’t they? Perfect, but they’ll soon fade.” She paused and turned toward Emma. “I don’t want to sell Evergreen.”

      “I know. I don’t either.” Emma shifted from her knees to sit on the tufts of grass and took one of the flowers from the basket. “Did you know that if you spot the first daffodil of the season, your next twelve months will be filled with wealth and fortune?”

      Katie smiled. “Really? You just made that up.”

      “Actually, there are several legends and folklore about daffodils and good luck, but you have to remember to always give them in bunches. A single daffodil can mean misfortune.”

      “And I suppose bluebells mean little girls dressed in blue or sad bells tolling.”

      Emma laughed. “Actually, they’re associated with constancy and everlasting love. They’re also sometimes called fairy thimbles.”

      “Gads. Where do you come up with this trivia?”

      “Well, most flowers have some meaning⁠—”

      “Jeez. I just came out here to think about what I want to do.” Katie laid back on the grass, arms spread wide like a snow angel. She smiled. “Not to philosophize, but I’d take the everlasting love.”

      “And do you know? What you want to do, I mean?”

      Katie shrugged. “Not exactly.”

      Emma knew that since those early carefree days, Katie sometimes felt her life was choppy—two engagements and no marriage—but Emma understood that there was nothing worse than being too late to finally get it right or get her own life on track. But it wasn’t too late for Katie at all.

      “I can have my old job back in New York if I want to stay stateside,” Katie told Emma.

      Emma noticed the flush of her sister’s cheeks and the small lines around the corners of her mouth. “Is that what you want? I thought you loved living and working in London.”

      “I don’t know. It’s just that⁠—”

      “What?”

      “I feel happy here, safe, connected to something.” After a moment, Katie said, “I hate being a grownup.”

      Emma waved toward the farm. “Neither of us wants to see this land become tract housing. We’ll figure this out together.” In her heart, she knew they would never sell Evergreen. After all, they truly were part of its history, land, and family.

      Katie nodded. “Evergreen would be a beautiful place for horses again, maybe boarding and lessons, don’t you think?”

      Emma smiled. That had been their childhood dream, and this was the Katie she had grown up with, the inspired dreamer.

      “Yes, that would be wonderful.”

      Katie looked at Emma. “Mom and Dad would like that, I think. They’d be proud.”

      Emma nodded. “They were always proud of us both.”

      An unexpected stream of cool air surged around them, and the sky darkened to a purple grey. Ionic charges and petrichor shocked their senses with the smell of approaching rain. Emma could see that Katie felt recharged by this sudden turn in the weather and perhaps in her future. A thunderstorm rolled over the farmland, with lightening dancing along behind. Once or twice, a bolt snapped at the large cedar trees along the riverbank.

      Emma heard her sister count, “One, two . . .” after she saw the bolt until she heard the thunder. Electrical charges were magical reminders of their youth, their genesis, much like Evergreen itself, all intertwined into one lifetime. At least that’s the way she imagined it as they quickly gathered the flowers and basket and ran for the house, the cold drops pelting their faces and torsos.
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      Emma had set up her laptop on a desk under the window on the south side of the large dining room, where she could see the vast fields of bluebells and ox-eye daisies reaching out to Cedar Run. There was something special and comforting about being home again in Virginia. The rolling hills, pastures, and quiet were what she had needed to finish her novel.

      After months of sorting, cleaning, organizing, tossing, and dealing with legal papers, time was slipping away. Emma knew she had to get back to writing. She had a deadline to meet. Her editor had given her until the end of summer or early fall to finish her revisions. She had already toyed with some chapters during the last four months, but her deadline was fast approaching. The sweetness of late summer surrounded the farm as she settled into the high-back wooden swivel chair that had been her father’s. She remembered him sitting at this very desk going over feed ledgers and training schedules for the horses. She had learned bookkeeping from him and knew how to manage her money to the cent. She had to. Although she was grateful to be on Condé Nast’s payroll full time, a writer’s career and income could be unpredictable.

      The morning light washed over her desk and across the dark floor. Emma looked out over the side garden, taking in the Virginia magnolia tree—a tree she had longed for when she lived in Paris, when each spring, the Tuileries’ gardens burst forth in a palette of colors, reminding her of home. She sighed. Now she longed for Paris, seemingly never satisfied with any one place. Something was always missing.

      Emma took a slow, deliberate sip of her coffee and let the sunlight warm her face. She removed her silk cardigan, hung it over the back of the chair, and began to type, excited to get back to her characters, help them resolve their conflicts, and move on. Exactly what she wanted for herself—to move on. She moved quickly back into the setting and dialogue, realizing that her writing was not that far removed from who she was. For her, memories had been happy and exciting—worth reminiscing about. She typed the words and then stopped, feeling as if she were writing her life instead of living it. She remembered, though, that writers write about what they know or think they know, even in fiction. True enough. Both Trevor and Katie were major characters in her novel, and she hadn’t bothered changing their names. Maybe she would later. Maybe not. After all, this was fiction. She could make them say and do whatever she wanted and even throw Katie off a cliff, if she so desired. Emma smiled at the thought. She loved her little sister, but sometimes, well, she simply didn’t have the patience. Katie could fray her last nerve.

      Emma opened the window to let the morning air sweep across her face, hear the rustling of the magnolia, and admire the undulating branches of the Virginia live oak outside. Her mother had planted the magnolia long ago for its stately Williamsburg appearance, and Emma had begged her father to plant the live oak because it reminded her of the ones with Spanish moss draped over their branches that she had seen in pictures of southern plantations. No Spanish moss ever grew on her trees—too far north—but she dreamed of them just the same.

      Looking beyond the far meadow, she thought about her grandfather and her visits to Evergreen. The two of them used to walk there among the newborn calves and heifers. It was on that very hill near the lower bank, in the spring of her fifth year, when a white bull stepped into her world—a world where her grandfather and his sheep dog had rescued her from the powerful snorting bovine racing toward her.

      When she was older, she and her father walked the same fields to pick wildflowers and check on the mares and foals. How history repeats itself, she thought. Like a dream evaporating into the fine mist of her childhood, she knew she would not walk there with her own children.

      Or her father.

      She would be walking alone.

      Emma had been deeply in love, or at least had always thought so, but she couldn’t get her mind around why it hadn’t worked out. It was the only thing she had ever truly wanted in her life. It was true what she told Katie: It hadn’t been love at first sight, but when she finally fell, she fell hard and for a lifetime.

      She focused on the computer screen, Trevor’s name right in front of her, and for a moment, she was a freshman again. A freshman at that well-known all-girls college across the river from Georgetown. Gads, had she only been nineteen when she met him? A babe, young, impressionable, and still innocent. It was the first fall mixer—when the Catholic boys’ and girls’ colleges were thrown together, mixed, shaken, and blended until something happened. Maybe a panty raid a week later, a pregnancy in the spring, a dance, a date, a relationship . . . Smoking was in then; drinking was a big pastime. Even now, she could smell the back-to-school scent of fall when turtlenecks were enough to take the chill out of the air and weekends revolved around football and cheerleading.

      She felt a pang of desire. Being here in her childhood home meant she could almost touch the past. How she wished she could go back to those times of “firsts”—first graduation, first car, first date, first love—but time kept moving forward, sometimes too fast to even catch a breath let alone find happiness.

      Emma reached along her bra strap to unlatch the safety pin holding the key she had placed there for safe keeping. She opened the middle drawer of the desk and reached for the compartment in the back, pulled it out, and slid the red book into her hands. Smiling, she inserted the key into the cover, clicked it open, and then slowly flipped the pages, searching for the correct date: September 24, 1971. A Friday night. Funny how she still remembered it after all these years.

      A clear, starlit night for my first mixer. The entire area near the tennis courts and inside the smoker was filled with twinkle lights and throngs of girls and invited guys from Georgetown. Monica and I went together, but she hung out in the smoker mostly, dragging and puffing. I pushed my way through the crowd and headed for the food and sodas.

      She looked up from the book, picturing that night. She had been so excited to go to the dance, changing her outfit five times before settling on her new orange dress.

      I wore my orange dress with the large cap sleeves, round neckline, and big buttons down the front. My fake white beads looked so fashionable. I wore my hair down with the ends flipped up.

      Emma studied the words she had written in tight neat letters, controlled and exact, and felt a twinge of sadness. Maybe she had tried too hard to control her emotions the way she’d controlled her penmanship. She glanced at the calendar on the desk, studying the date—August 15, 2002. It had been so long ago, but in her mind, just yesterday. Where had those years gone, evaporated into the cosmos? Was this some joke God played on the human race, making them think they had time to do everything and that youth would last? Emma leaned forward in her chair and continued:

      Bodies came together and swirled around each other to some piped-in rock and elevator-like music. I don’t know how he found me in the crowd, but he did. He introduced himself.

      Emma fidgeted with the gold chain around her neck and began to read the next paragraph describing him, but she didn’t need the ink on the pages to tell her what she saw in her mind. She knew exactly how he had looked that night—so preppy and sharp—a navy blazer, a blue button-down shirt tucked into his khaki pants, and Cordovan loafers on his sockless feet. He wasn’t strikingly handsome, but there was definitely something about him that was charming and endearing. It was the boyish grin and Irish eyes that Emma remembered most.

      He was a good talker and seemed to take an interest in me and my studies, especially my love of languages and philosophy. We talked for a while and danced once to Roberta Flack’s, “The First Time Ever I saw Your Face” before some other guys came up and started talking. He was a good dancer. I danced all night but not with him. He got lost in the crowd, but near the end of the evening, he asked for my phone number. Neither of us had anything to write with or on, so he memorized it—or at least pretended to. I doubt if I’ll hear from him . . . but I’m curious. I think I’d like to get to know him.

      How plain and simple the diary entry was. No magic, no sparks, only a random event. Not how she remembered it. He was taller than she, with warm brown hair and green eyes. She reminisced about his devilish grin, the few freckles across his nose. Sexy in a boyish way. She loved his smile.

      She did indeed hear from him a week later and within three months was head over heels. How could she have known then that they would be in and out of each other’s lives for decades? Maybe it was all tied to a singular moment, she thought.

      She thumbed through the book, looking for more insight into their beginning. She realized he had tried early on to get to know her and figure her out, but she had resisted. He took her to nice restaurants, the theater, and called her a couple of times a week. He wanted to make sure she was looked after. Once when he was sick and couldn’t take her out as planned, he’d asked his best friend to fill in for him.

      She read several more entries. He had said he “never knew what she was thinking.” At the same time, he found her “amazing” but “puzzling.” “You’re the only girl I’ve dated this long and still don’t really know,” he’d told her more than once in the first few months of dating. Emma now knew that to be true and that it had frustrated him. She felt sad about this. She also knew, though, that it hadn’t been about him but her fear of her own feelings. Feelings unknown to her; feelings she had when she was with him and without him. Sexual desire that never went away. A desire in conflict with her upbringing.

      Trevor had asked her what she wanted in life and how he might fit into her plans.

      But she had kept him at a distance, fearing she would get hurt or that he was not sincere. She knew she had been afraid to get involved too soon. She had wanted to finish college, have a career and travel, and had thought the timing was all wrong. Eventually she convinced him she was right.

      Emma looked out the window again, noticing the clouds moving slowly across the cerulean sky. How young and foolish they had both been with each other, not knowing what to do or how to treat each other. She hadn’t had the wisdom or sophistication and lacked self-confidence and openness. So, she followed friends’ advice: “Don’t let him see how much you care.” “Play it cool.” “Be mysterious and aloof.” She did and she was. Well into their relationship, she remained afraid to commit or make a mistake. Now, Emma regretted not being herself, not letting him get closer or know how much she cared. Mark Twain was right: “Youth is wasted on the young.” She knew this firsthand. She and Trevor had both been too young, emotionally insecure, and unprepared for a real relationship and what it meant.

      Emma read through several entries until she got to one of the last ones from her sophomore year.

      I’ve been accepted at the Sorbonne for independent study, sort of my own junior year abroad. I’m excited to study at Georgetown’s Institute of Languages when I return. I’ll graduate a year later than my class, but I’m really excited about going to Paris. I can’t wait to learn French. I’ll miss him, but the year will go by quickly, and then we can be together.

      Junior year, 1973, a long time ago, she thought. Her mind wandered to Paris, where she had relied on museums, art, and music for consolation. She had been able to rekindle her interest in art. She hung out with young carefree artists and musicians whose ideas of love lasted for one night or a few hours. Many were American students who had come to the city to become famous artists but instead ended up on the streets at Montmartre, cranking out mediocre art for tourists.

      If she had been smart, Emma thought, she would have stayed stateside, close by, and would have been there for the senior parties and Trevor’s graduation. But she didn’t. She wanted to learn French. She was serious about her studies; he studied some but partied more. She learned while in Paris that he had won a scholarship to Duke to study law, an option he decided on after dropping out of pre-med freshman year. He couldn’t handle the dead bodies, organs, and blood. She had no idea when she would see him again. They didn’t write other than the one pathetic missive she had sent him early on from Paris saying goodbye. She wanted him but didn’t want him. Either would have been overwhelming. She wanted him to say, “I love you, don’t go, stay here with me.” She had almost called him once from Paris but didn’t know what to say exactly: “Absence makes the heart grow fonder” or “out of sight, out of mind.” The latter probably. Perhaps, she thought, being away might give her courage, independence, or maybe she could learn to live without him.

      This had been the way she handled her emotions—she ran. It had taken Emma years to acknowledge this, although she didn’t know why she reacted this way. Loving someone forever was hard. Maybe she didn’t have the energy for it, or maybe it was the possibility of deep hurt that she held closest to her heart, not the happiness she searched for now. She wanted to be able to run toward love, not away from it. Maybe she could change. Maybe she already had . . . maybe.
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        * * *

      

      After her own graduation from Georgetown two years later, she remembered how happy she had been to live near campus, take a course or two, and work in downtown Washington, D.C. She had been lucky to get a job with Condé Nast as a freelance writer, which meant she could stay in touch with her friends and travel occasionally. She loved being close to the Kennedy Center, the art galleries, museums, and great restaurants that the nation’s capital offered, but the best part was she was closer to New York. Trevor had finished his law degree and was back in Brooklyn working as a public defender. She loved him for that. He could have gone corporate and chased the big bucks like so many of his friends. He had said he didn’t need the money. He had plenty of his own, inherited from his maternal grandfather. But for Emma it was the fact that he thought he could do more good this way. She also believed that he wanted to succeed on his own. Of course, she never doubted that.

      From time to time, when Emma had thought about Trevor and the criminal fraud and corruption cases among officials in the borough, she realized that he was damn good and could have made it as an actor if the legal bug hadn’t gotten to him first. He was naturally theatrical. She had been in the District Court during one of his arguments when he threw money and other objects in the courtroom to prove a point. She was consumed by his wonderful way with words, his passionate demeanor, and strong, forceful approach to “winning.” He could mold an argument like pastry dough and had the tenacity of a hitman going in for the kill.

      At the time, they both had seemed happy in their careers and took to the friendly skies every couple of weeks to spend a weekend together, trying to maintain a long-distance relationship, so much so that a psychic had thought Emma was an airline stewardess. It was difficult being apart. He hadn’t asked her to move to New York, although she would have, and once had sought employment there with a book publisher. Perhaps it was more exciting to keep that burning passion alive instead of settling for the everyday routine of living together. For Emma, her heart knew it wouldn’t change whether they were together or apart. It was the same life continuum for her. He was a rising star, though, and Emma believed that for Trevor, his career came first. She had accepted that for now.

      When the chance came along to return to Paris for a one-year assignment, she knew she had to go. It had come so quickly and was an opportunity of a lifetime. She would be working for the magazine as a full-time writer, and it would be good to be back in Paris, living there as a grownup, not as a student. She and Trevor weren’t exclusive, although she had wanted that. She had thought he loved her and wanted her to be happy. He’d wait for her. She’d only be away for a year. He let her go.

      Emma sighed. She put the diary on her desk, reached for her coffee, and gulped a swig of cold, sticky, and stale caffeine that hit her stomach with a thud, suddenly giving her a chill. She pushed her chair back and headed for the kitchen. Time for a fresh pot.

      The rich, bold aroma of French Verlet tickled her nose, a smell that put her in Paris again, at café Le Relais Odéon on the Left Bank, in Saint Germain, where she used to stop on her way to the office. Whenever Trevor was in Paris, they went there together. Had her first overseas stint with the magazine really been in 1977? It didn’t seem possible. Those memories were frozen, timeless in her mind.

      She knew now how lucky she’d been to see him in Paris that year. He had wanted to be with her and had made an effort to occasionally carve time from his busy schedule to see her. On weekends during his stays, they’d read the paper and sit for hours, watching young and old share a kiss, a cigarette, a pastry. She could still see him placing his newspaper on the red bistro table in the corner where they always sat. He would put two spoonfuls of sugar into what he called “French tar.” Emma always had espresso and a warm buttery croissant, with confiture, that only the French knew how to make. Now she began to salivate and felt a sudden pang in her empty stomach, hungry for something rich and well deserved. She laughed out loud at the thought—rich and well deserved—yes, indeed, he was.

      She poured a cup of coffee, took a piece of gruyère from the fridge and some bread from the counter—lunch—and headed back to her desk. The warmth of the afternoon sun lit up the entire dining room, creating an impressionistic blur of purple, green, red, and yellow below the open window. Like a Seurat or Monet, she thought, where colors vibrate within and next to each other in warm saturated light. Giverny, Monet’s home and garden, was one of her favorite places.

      She remembered how she and Trevor had stayed in nearby Vernon one weekend at a lovely Bed and Breakfast, La Villa Geraldine, right in the historic district, across the street from the fine arts museum. Their room overlooked a garden. A Queen mahogany sleigh bed covered in white cut linen faced a working fireplace. The morning light gently massaged the walls, soothing their huddled bodies. They ate every morning in the solarium—coffee and a full breakfast for Trevor; Mariage Frères tea and a croissant for her.

      She bit into her almost sandwich, washing it down with coffee, stared at the computer screen, and read the last line of type: She felt caught between the past and the present, stuck in her head about what could have been. She leaned back in her chair, wondering if she was stuck in the past. Here she was in Virginia, eating bread and cheese, and drinking Parisian coffee. How French was that! She laughed at the irony. Maybe she was always there . . . maybe the past is always present.

      Emma looked blankly at her keyboard, trying to cleanse her mind of these thoughts. She needed to write, keep moving forward. She lifted the coffee cup to her lips, swilling the steamy liquid. She began again. Her fingers moved rapidly in rhythmic determination, creating a dissonant harmony with the birds outside. The light shifted, casting long shadows across the room. Emma reached for the desk lamp, pushed the button on its round brass base, and kept writing.
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