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        Dedicated to the sacred power that’s passed from a mother to a daughter.
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      If Lilou were to believe her French mother, Katrine, France was superior to America in every way. The food, the people, the architecture, even the air – everything was better in France. As such, it led to a question that Lilou never dared to pose, even to herself: “Why hadn’t her mother ever taken her to France?”
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      Katrine Kelleher moved to the United States in 1947. The gossipy neighbors called her a ‘trophy wife’, though never to her face. She tolerated their jealousy. It was the price a woman paid for being beautiful and classy. Katrine knew she was both. She dressed with flair, hair always done, and wore tight skirts with high heels even to go grocery shopping. She never left the house with the curlers still on, as other women did. Katrine chain-smoked, watched TV and looked visibly bored most of the day, but her house was immaculate. Dinner was ready at seven every night and was delicious.

      She met Michael Kelleher at a dance in Paris two years prior, right after World War II had ended. If one were to believe Katrine’s version of the story, Michael literally swept her off her feet and brought her to Pittsburgh before she understood that she had just gotten married to an American. Katrine’s husband was a genial man, very ambitious, seemingly unscarred by the war. After finishing his degree with help from the GI bill, he got a job as an engineer at US Steel. Shortly after, the Kellehers bought their house in Shadyside, an upscale Pittsburgh neighborhood. It was something Katrine insisted on:

      “I grew up in Paris, in the city! I have already sacrificed everything to move to America, so the least you can do is get us a house in the city. Not the awful suburbs!” 

      In actuality, Katrine had grown up in a village outside of Paris and had been to the City of Lights only a handful of times, but her reputation of a city slicker had grown into a legend and so Michael obliged.

      Marianne, the couple’s first daughter, was born in 1949. Katrine chose the most quintessentially French name she could find to honor her motherland. Michael Kelleher agreed, albeit after some hesitation. Marianne was a happy, giggly child, and promised to grow up to be beautiful – just like her mother.

      Four years later, the Kellehers had another girl, and this time Michael Kelleher insisted on naming the baby. The proud father chose the most fashionable name of 1953. Linda.

      “That pretty Buddy Clark song! I can’t think of a better name than Linda.” He stared lovingly at the infant. Katrine pursed her lips, but did not dare contradict her husband. Instead of openly opposing him, she came up with a French nickname for her second daughter and started calling the little girl Lilou. The nickname stuck, and that was how little Linda got to have two names. Linda was what she was called by her father, at school, and the outside world, and Lilou was what her mother and sister called her. She preferred her nickname. It felt safer and easier to pronounce, but Lilou never used it outside of the home.

      Little Linda, despite having the most popular name, grew up shy and disengaged and had trouble fitting in. Her playful and happy older sister loved being in the spotlight. While Lilou tried to attract as little attention to herself as possible, feeling as if she did not belong, as if there was something wrong with her. She questioned her existence and her appearance. As long as she could remember, Lilou suffered in silence, alone and unwanted, unsure of her place in the world. She never felt close to her mother and shivered under her mother’s stern stare. Marianne was kind to her, but their age difference was too much and their personalities too different for a strong bond. The only person with whom little Linda connected was her father. The only one who understood her.

      Soon after Lilou turned fourteen years old, it became clear that she was not about to outgrow her mousy looks. The warm May evening started the same way as hundreds of evenings before: Lilou waiting by the front door for her father to come home from work. He entered the house exactly at six, and she rushed to him. He gave her a hug and invited her to sit next to him, so that they could read together. That hour before Katrine called the family to dinner was their ritual.

      Little Linda and her father read everything together. First, board books, then pictures books, then chapter books, and then, the newspaper. That was how they had discovered Lilou’s love for math. While her father read the Sports pages, she was drawn to the Business section, to the rows of stock market prices which she scrolled through in fascination. Her father explained them to her, patiently and thoroughly. Lilou sat, enthralled. An incredible world began to unfold, organized and systematic, where each number carried with it incredible potential, and everything was in its place. Lilou preferred the world of numbers to that of humans. Numbers were easy to read.

      That evening, Lilou was about to read the math textbook with her father, when Katrine walked into the living room.

      “What, what will become of her?!” Katrine threw her arms up to the sky in exasperation after throwing a look full disdain at her daughter. “I can’t stand it! I am trying to convince Lilou to try a new dress, and she is running away to draw formulas!” Hearing her mother’s words, Lilou felt her stomach flip. She’d been sure that her mother paid her little attention and was surprised by this unprovoked attack.

      “Darling, don’t worry so much. Linda will figure it out. We all have our strengths,” Michael Kelleher reassured his wife. “Besides, we got one smart one, one pretty one.” He shifted his gaze to look at Marianne, who was twisting and turning in front of the hallway mirror, her favorite activity. Hearing her father’s words, Marianne let out a giggle. She couldn’t help but be happy.

      “But how? I don’t see how things will work out for Lilou. She only cares about math. With her looks, I mean,” Katrine whispered theatrically, “she doesn’t take after my side of the family at all!” She opened her eyes wide, flapped her eyelashes and pouted her lips, giving her face a doll-like appearance.

      Lilou could barely hold back the tears. She knew her mother was right. Her nose was not small and adorable like her mother’s, nor did she have the pretty gray eyes, nor the wavy blonde hair. She didn’t inherit her mother’s long legs, either. “My legs are my greatest asset,” Lilou’s mother would say. “American women are usually quite busty, that’s their forte, but for me, it’s my legs! And I make sure that men pay attention to them!”

      Katrine Kelleher was one of the first women in Shadyside to wear trousers that emphasized her slender, long legs, and when she wore dresses and skirts, she would, as if by accident, use every opportunity to expose her knees.

      It was Marianne who looked like their mother, long legs, wavy hair, the bright eyes. Little Linda looked a lot like her father – brown eyes, longish nose with a slight bump, and straight dirty-blonde hair. While Lilou had always known this, she’d never heard her mother openly assess her looks. Now, heard for the first time, her mother’s words cut like a knife.

      “Average-looking, at best, and way too bright,” Katrine noted, narrowing her eyes as she examined her daughter. “What do you need all those good grades for? And in math? Science!? That’s an outrage! It’s not like you’ll ever become an engineer, like your father.” Katrine sighed and shook her head in indignation.

      Michael Kelleher immediately jumped to his daughter’s defense. “Katrine, you’re wrong. It’s great that Linda is bright. I am confident, things just have a way of working out. She’ll be fine. Just wait till she turns twenty.” Michael Kelleher patted Lilou on the back and give her a reassuring look. “You go ahead, princess, read that textbook, get those straight As,” he encouraged Lilou, and she obliged. Lilou climbed up the stairs, holding in the sting of tears at her mother’s words, into the safety of her bedroom, which was on the top floor of their home. There, she felt protected, isolated from the entire world.

      Twenty, Lilou repeated dreamily to herself, as she settled in her room and got out a textbook. She took her father’s words to heart. Lilou started counting how many months she had left until her twentieth birthday. Her life was going to change after that day.

      She took to translating the months into weeks, days, then hours and minutes, and then she started all over. It became an obsession, and Lilou checked the countdown to her twentieth birthday daily, first thing every morning.

      

      May 25th, 1968. Saturday.

      Lilou would never forget that day.

      She had woken up and just completed the countdown to her twentieth birthday. 58 months, or 1793 days, or 43,032 hours, or 2,581,920 minutes, Lilou repeated. She was about to calculate the seconds when she heard her mother’s scream.

      “Michael! Wake up! Wake up!”

      Scurrying down the stairs, Lilou waited at the top of the steps, hiding behind the banister.

      “What’s happening?” her father asked. Lilou could hear his yawn. He usually went to bed late and rarely got up before ten in the morning on weekends.

      “This! Look at this!” Katrine, her voice cracking, handed him something. Lilou could just see the corner of what appeared to be a piece of paper. Her father’s trembling voice read out loud:

      
        
        Maman, Daddy, and Lilou, I am moving to California with Patrick. We love each other. He doesn’t want to go to Vietnam. We are going to join a commune. I’ll be in touch once we settle.

      

      

      “Katrine, I don’t understand. Is Marianne gone?” Michael looked up at his wife. “Who is Patrick?”

      “I have no idea!” Katrine yelled out. “I don’t know what to do! And the graduation party is next weekend!”

      Lilou’s heart sank. She had seen her sister with Patrick, a football player at school. He always wore his football jacket, had ruddy cheeks, and did not seem particularly bright. Marianne is gone! Tears welled up in her eyes as the magnitude of it all caught up with her. Marianne! Gone! To California. Lilou fought back tears, crouching behind the banister. She suddenly felt lightheaded and gripped the wood tightly, so her knuckles turned white.

      “Forget about the graduation party, Katrine!” Lilou heard her father’s voice. “Forget everything.”

      The Kellehers had already planned a huge graduation party for their eldest daughter. Katrine referred to it as a ‘summer festival’. The main idea behind the party, at least as far as Katrine was concerned, had been an engagement announcement, and the only hurdle was the fact that Katrine had not yet identified a suitable candidate for her daughter. It wasn’t for a lack of trying.

      Thanks to her mother’s efforts, Marianne had met over a dozen young men, all from families with money, most of them with promising careers. The favorite among them was a lanky engineer named Ben, who had just graduated from Carnegie Mellon. Katrine invited Ben for tea and supervised Marianne’s dates with the young man. Ben was yet to propose, but Katrine believed it was just a matter of time. Katrine fussed, while Marianne remained unfazed. Now the reason for Marianne’s indifference towards Ben was clear: she was in love with someone else! “What am I going to tell that nice young man? This is a disgrace! Ben is clearly in love with Marianne!”

      “It doesn’t matter, Katrine,” Michael squeezed out. By the tone of his voice, Lilou could tell that her father was furious.

      “How can you say that!? Don’t you care!? Marianne will ruin her reputation if anyone finds out!”

      “It’s already too late. And she’ll come crawling back anyway, when he gets bored. When that draft dodger of hers shows his true colors. Scum like that doesn’t last!” Michael Kelleher announced. Lilou heard her father’s steps as he made his way back upstairs, so she scurried back to her bedroom. As Lilou closed the door behind her, she heard her mother’s yelp:

      “Michael! Aren’t you going to go after them? Aren’t you going to do anything?” But that statement was Michael Kelleher’s last about his eldest daughter. It was as if she had ceased to exist. 

      After that day, they never spoke about Marianne. No one told Lilou what happened to her sister. She was just gone, and Lilou did not dare ask questions.

      Marianne’s disappearance was like a fault line that cut through the Kelleher family. Without her, they were now three separate individuals, leading three separate lives. Lilou, who had always been a solitary creature, became even more isolated. Her father, even before Marianne’s disappearance keenly interested in the Vietnam war, now spent all his free time reading about Vietnam, and took it to heart each time he heard the news about the draft. Occasionally, Michael Kelleher would snigger at the ‘cowards and draft dodgers’, which, Lilou assumed, was in reference specifically to Marianne’s boyfriend.

      “All real men should fight a war at one point in their lives, like I have,” Michael Kelleher would assert. “We need real men in this country! America can’t lose its grip on the world. At this rate, this country will collapse, just like the Roman Empire did!”

      Lilou took to obsessively reading math textbooks and continued to calculate how many minutes remained until her twentieth birthday. Now twice a day, having added a countdown before bedtime.

      Katrine dealt with Marianne’s disappearance another way. She discovered Mary Kay cosmetics.
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      Shortly after Marianne’s disappearance, Katrine announced she was going to sell Mary Kay products and had, at last, ‘found her true passion’. The very next day, she filled their home with boxes of Mary Kay merchandise. Gracefully packaged pink boxes, bottles, jars, and tubs embossed with the Mary Kay logo arrived. Katrine proudly labeled herself ‘the first Mary Kay consultant in Pittsburgh.’

      “I finally found my true calling!” Katrine repeated, as she lovingly unpacked the Mary Kay merchandise and arranged it in Marianne’s old bedroom upstairs. “It’s just temporary, but I love the natural light in her room. It will work so well as my office.” Katrine rationalized her decision.

      Lilou quietly observed, captivated by the flurry of activity. She had never seen her mother so busy before and wasn’t sure what to make of this new development.

      Several weeks later, Katrine hosted her first sales event. A group of eager women filled their living room. Lilou tiptoed out of her bedroom, hiding in her usual spot behind the banister. She listened intently, as Katrine’s accented voice recounted the superior qualities of the Mary Kay cosmetics. The women cheered. Someone clapped.

      “Your haircut, I love the layers! It’s just like Mary Kay Ash’s!” a high-pitched voice said.

      “Ah bon? Thank you.” Her mother purred in response in a surprising mix of French and English.

      Katrine now dressed with even more care and had, indeed, recently updated her hairstyle to the layered cut that mimicked the hairdo of the brand’s founder, Mary Kay Ash. Her mother’s face acquired a permanent expression of arrogance mixed with obsequiousness. Very quickly, Katrine developed a following of dedicated customers who adored her. Sales grew, and so did her fame. Passersby recognized her on the street. Their telephone line was constantly busy, as Katrine received calls with referrals from friends of friends, relatives, and various acquaintances of her happy customers.

      Lilou’s mother loved her new status and reveled in her success. Michael Kelleher insisted it was his wife’s French accent that boosted her sales, giving her an aura of superiority and secret knowledge. Katrine was sure that she was born to sell cosmetics, albeit the calling sat undiscovered until recently. Regardless of the reason, her success was undeniable.

      A year later, in the summer of 1969, Katrine prepared to travel to the annual convention in Texas to celebrate her achievements with an elite circle of Mary Kay consultants from the rest of the United States. Her new suitcase lay open in Marianne’s old bedroom as she packed for the trip. In the corner of the room, there was an enormous pile of documents, with receipts and pieces of paper sticking out. Each time Katrine made a sale, she stuffed a new piece of paper into the pile, forgetting about it. Before the trip, Katrine was rummaging through the papers. Suddenly, she burst into tears.

      “I just can’t take it anymore! This is a disaster!” She threw a look full of desperation at the mess.

      “Darling, what’s wrong?” Michael Kelleher rushed to the rescue. He could not stand tears and his wife rarely allowed herself to cry in his presence.

      “Michael, I… I just don’t understand. I can’t seem to put anything together. I still haven’t figured out how much I made from all of those sales. I have reports from Mary Kay, but I can’t verify anything. But it’s all so crazy. I get all these ribbons and stars so I know I am doing well, but I know nothing for sure!”

      “But Katrine, it doesn’t really matter. It’s not like we need the money. It’s just a hobby, right, sweetheart?” Michael gave his wife a kiss on the cheek, clearly relieved that his wife’s outburst was not related to anything serious. In response, Katrine stomped her foot.

      “I’ve found my calling, Michael! I need to know how much I am making. I need to be in control of my sales!”

      “Maman, Daddy, maybe I can help!” Lilou blurted out, and before she could even understand what she was doing, walked into the room. She’d been eavesdropping on her parents’ conversation, while standing outside the door on the stairwell, just as she always did. But now, a strange urge to help compelled her to intervene.

      “Lilou, what are you doing here?” Katrine reached for a cigarette and gave her daughter a surprised look.

      “I can add everything up and organize all your receipts, Maman.” Lilou walked over to the pile of papers, throwing a surprised look at the room. The space, which had become her mother’s office, felt unfamiliar and strange, as Lilou had hardly entered it since her sister left.

      “All this?” Katrine pointed at the papers and sighed.

      “Yes, Maman.” Lilou’s eyes glittered in excitement. “You know how I love dealing with numbers!”

      “Yes, you’ve always liked math.” Katrine shook her head. “I guess, why not? I’ve got nothing to lose!” Katrine blew a puff of smoke and sighed.

      “What a great idea, Linda!” Michael Kelleher turned to his daughter and gave her a look full of pride.

      “Thank you, Daddy!” Lilou smiled at her father. “So, Maman, I’d like to take a look at your receipts and invoices. Is that okay?” Lilou turned back to her mother, her voice now a near whisper, afraid that her mother would change her mind or have an outburst.

      “Knock yourself out!” Katrine shrugged. “This is it.” The ash from her cigarette fell on one of the documents, but she paid it no attention. With a sigh, she threw a look of disdain at her daughter and left the room without another word.

      The next day, Katrine Kelleher left for Texas.

      With her mother away, Lilou spent all week sorting through the documents. She stayed in Marianne’s old bedroom, finding the space strangely comfortable, and went through every receipt, invoice, check, and note that her mother had accumulated over the course of the year of Mary Kay sales. Lilou loved deciphering numbers and understanding what they meant. A sale, a new customer, a new line item. She diligently reviewed every single piece of paper and assembled folders for each customer.

      Despite her lack of organization, Katrine had tracked the dates of her sales diligently, so that part was relatively easy for Lilou to establish. Her mother’s expenses were a bigger challenge, but Lilou accomplished the task with the help of her father, who reviewed the withdrawals from their joint bank account.

      After pouring over the documents for a week, sorting through all the papers, adding and subtracting, Lilou established that her mother had made nearly ten thousand dollars in one year of Mary Kay sales. Lilou found such pleasure in going through her mother’s documents, that she was sad when she finished the spreadsheet and took it to her father. The amount that her mother made was a significant contribution to the family’s budget, and it made Michael Kelleher pause.

      “That’s quite a bit, are you sure that’s right?” her father said. “Let me check, princess.” Lilou’s father took the spreadsheet from her hands and sat down on the sofa in the living room, his favorite spot. Lilou remained standing, fighting the urge to bite her nails. She felt a knot form in her stomach as she watched her father reading over the documentation. After several minutes, he looked up at his daughter: “You did a great job, princess! I guess we’ll need to report this to the IRS.” He shook his head. “Who knew your mother made so much?”

      “Thank you, Daddy!” Lilou’s cheeks turned red. She reveled in her father’s approval. “Do you think Maman will be happy?”

      “Of course, Linda, Mommy will be very happy.” Her father gave her an encouraging wink.

      Lilou did not share her father’s confidence. Her mother was rarely satisfied. Lilou could hardly remember the last time she received any sort of praise from her mother.

      Katrine was due to return from Texas the following morning, and, as Lilou drove with her father to the airport, her stomach churned at the thought of her mother’s reaction. Several times during the drive, Lilou started biting her fingernails, then caught herself doing it, remembering that her mother would notice the chewed off cuticles and reprimand her.

      Lilou spotted her mother among the other passengers right away. Katrine Kelleher was beaming as she walked towards them. Lilou had never seen her mother so happy and energized. Katrine embraced her husband and gave her daughter a half-smile.

      “I am going to expand my business, the sky is the limit! This is what I learned at the convention,” were her mother’s first words, as Katrine threw a victorious look at the arrivals hall, as if expecting applause from the passengers.

      “I’ll even be able to sell Mary Kay products in other places in Western Pennsylvania. Just have to figure out the strategy!” The whole ride back from the airport, Lilou’s mother raved about the amazing women she’d met in Texas, and gushed over Mary Kay Ash, the company founder.

      “The women there were all unbelievable, so stylish, that was the real America, the crème de la crème!” Katrine exclaimed, as she took in the dreary Pittsburgh landscape. “Never in my life did I imagine that America had such amazing people! And where have they all been hiding? But it’s the Southern ladies, that’s where the real America is. The class! And Mary Kay herself, she’s incredible. What a woman! She’s a real visionary, a genius. She came up with the best idea for women like me. She really wants to help women succeed in life!” Katrine sighed and looked dreamily at a distance.

      “Honey, that’s great,” Michael noted. The muscles of his neck tensed, as he gripped the steering wheel. Lilou sat quietly in the back, listening.

      “Mary Kay Ash, is so generous and smart, and so put-together. I finally have a role model of how I’d like to be in my old age! I could make money! Real money! An income, just imagine.” Katrine exclaimed.

      “But I make enough, dear,” Michael grunted.

      “Of course, but I could get a pink Cadillac! At the convention, they awarded five of them to the best Mary Kay consultants. Can you imagine? A real Cadillac! Picture me driving one in Pittsburgh!”

      “But darling, I thought it was just a hobby.” Michael Kelleher responded with an ever so slight sigh, as if listening to the ravings of a friendly lunatic.

      “I’ve always expected to work, you know. Just like my mother,” Katrine said in a hushed tone and shook her head “Of course, I couldn’t exactly follow in her footsteps.” From the back seat, Lilou pricked her ears up, expecting her mother to say more, but Katrine did not elaborate.

      “Yes, dear,” Lilou’s father said, his tone now conciliatory. Lilou knew that her father did not like arguing and was powerless against his wife’s arguments. Katrine Kelleher did not like to lose. As if on cue, her father put his hand on her mother’s knee and squeezed it. That meant that their disagreement was over. Encouraged, Katrine continued chirping about the magical powers of Mary Kay, now discussing the superior quality of various creams and lotions.

      Her father was not listening to her mother. Lilou was certain of that, though from time to time he nodded and said ‘of course’ and ‘absolutely’, thereby passively participating in the one-sided conversation. When her mother fell silent for a moment, Lilou cleared her throat: “Maman, I have a surprise for you!” Lilou’s face turned beet red in embarrassment.

      “What is it? Are you going to prom?” Katrine turned back to face her daughter. “But it’s the summer! Did a boy ask you out?”

      “No, not a boy, it’s something else,” Lilou responded in a near-whisper. At the mention of a boy, a knot formed in her stomach and her palms began sweating.

      “Well, just tell me after I unpack.” Katrine sighed and turned away.

      “Yes, Maman,” Lilou nodded in relief.

      No one could know her secret. Lilou had to protect it at all cost from her mother’s attention.

      

      Lilou was in love with her neighbor, Gary Blacklin.
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      The first time Lilou saw Gary was July 3rd, 1968. Just a bit over a month had passed since Marianne’s disappearance. The Kelleher family had settled into their uneasy routine, skirting around the issue. That morning, Lilou spent nearly twenty minutes crouching on the stairwell, hiding behind the banister and eavesdropping on her parents’ bickering, desperate to hear the news about her sister. But instead, her mother and father argued about whether to attend a July 4th parade and picnic, and how to explain Marianne’s absence to their friends. Her mother won, as usual, and the Kellehers would go to the annual Independence Day celebration, because, according to Katrine, it was important to ‘keep up appearances’.

      After work, her father was due to come home early that afternoon, so Lilou read in her bedroom, anxiously anticipating his arrival. Her mother was out, pursuing new Mary Kay clients. Lilou had gotten used to spending the long summer days bored, alone in the big house. Their home had been built in the 1880s, and was a spacious Victorian brick mansion, with generous ceilings, stained-glass windows, and ample space. She usually read in her bedroom, keeping the windows open, occasionally spying on her neighbors, which offered some entertainment and broke up the monotony of the day.

      She put down the book and was about to head downstairs for a snack, when she heard the sound of a motor running. Then the bang of a car door slamming, voices. Something rolled down the street. Lilou ran to the window and peered out, pulling back the curtain, remaining concealed. Her bedroom offered a good view of the tree-lined street. Lilou saw two men hopping out of a van. One of them lit a cigarette, while the other opened the back of the vehicle.

      I wonder who is moving in? Lilou thought, staring at the house across the street, which had been empty for several months. Suddenly sadness swept over Lilou, as she thought of how she could have shared this with Marianne, and how much fun they would have had speculating about the new neighbors.

      “Well, that was a long drive!” Lilou heard the smoking man say.

      The second one nodded, as he took out a trolley and positioned it next to the back door of the moving truck.

      The movers were not very interesting, and Lilou decided to grab her snack downstairs. She was about to head to the kitchen, when a black sedan pulled up to the curb, parking right behind the van. Lilou froze in place. A young man emerged from the car.

      She slowly took in his broad shoulders, the impressive stature. He said something to the movers, and they immediately started to unload the van. The young man looked so strong, and yet somehow vulnerable, as he brushed the bangs off his forehead and squinted at the sun.

      Her heart stopped. She thought he’d noticed her as he looked up. Lilou stepped back, and when she looked again, the young man had stacked several boxes on top of each other and was deftly carrying them into the house. She noticed his bulging muscles.

      Our new neighbor! Lilou breathed out. I wonder what his name is. She forgot all about the book she’d been reading, her father, the snack. Nothing else mattered. Lilou froze by the window, waiting for the young man to come back outside and get more boxes. He reappeared, exchanging a few words with the movers. Just then, her father pulled up in his Ford. Lilou observed, as Michael Kelleher walked over to the young man.

      “You must be our new neighbor.” Lilou’s father extended his hand.

      “Gary Blacklin,” the young man answered in a low voice. He looked confident as he shook her father’s hand. Lilou’s heart pounded so hard, she felt as if she would suffocate. Gary, Lilou repeated, rolling the R gently between her lips. Gary and Linda.

      Lilou had never believed in love at first sight. But now she knew it was real. This is what they mean. This is love, she thought, staring down at the new neighbor.

      “We live right next door,” she heard her father say. “Where did you folks move from?”

      “From Indiana. My parents should be arriving in a few.” Lilou heard the young man respond.

      His voice is so melodic! she thought. I could go outside and say hello myself. Although the idea crossed her mind, almost immediately she felt her palms sweating, fear gripping her tightly. She stepped back from the curtain. No, not yet, not yet, she told herself, as she sat down on the bed to catch her breath.

      To calm her nerves, Lilou checked how much time remained until her twentieth birthday. She’d done the countdown that morning, but was compelled to do so again. 1754 days until I am twenty. Not that long. A victorious smile appeared on her face, and Lilou headed downstairs to greet her father.

      “Hi, Daddy!” she said. Lilou had calculated the moment just right, and was by the door the moment her father walked into the house.

      “Hello, princess. I just met our new neighbor.” Her father smiled at her.

      “What neighbor?” Lilou feigned ignorance.

      “A family from Indiana is moving across the street A nice young man was unpacking the van. Seems to be just the right age for the draft.”

      “The draft?” Lilou could barely hold back her astonishment. The handsome neighbor could not possibly go to war.

      “Yes, Linda, we are at war for freedom.” Michael Kelleher cleared his throat. Lilou could tell that her father was about to give a speech about Vietnam and the importance of serving in the military, but at that moment, her mother returned home, putting an end to their conversation.

      “I just saw the movers for the house next door,” Katrine noted. “Wouldn’t it be great if the mother of the family became a client of mine?”

      “Yes, dear,” Lilou’s father nodded in agreement.

      In the following few days, Lilou dedicated herself to learning as much as possible about the new neighbor, spending even more time in her bedroom. She kept her window open, lying in wait for Gary. To her dismay, he rarely appeared outside, and when he did, it was to get into the car and drive off. She saw his parents once. They looked ordinary, an average-looking man and a slightly plump woman, both likely in their forties. Lilou could not understand how two completely regular people could have produced such an incredible offspring. She dreamed about meeting Gary in person, though her stomach flipped every time she thought of seeing him, and so she stopped herself. Instead, she counted down to the day she would turn twenty. Everything will happen then. The thought calmed her.

      A week after the Blacklins had moved in, Lilou was walking back from Kroger’s. A day prior, Katrine had accidentally confused margarine with butter at the grocery store. She discovered her mistake while in the middle of making dinner and went into a near meltdown.

      “This is an outrage! I cannot cook with margarine! They do this on purpose. The packaging is the same!”

      “Maman, it says margarine right here.” Lilou pointed to the package.

      Katrine rolled her eyes. “You are not being helpful! Please run to the store and get us some butter!” Her mother ordered in a tone that was bordering on hysterical. She reached for a cigarette and exhaled.

      “Of course, Maman!” Lilou nodded and rushed to Kroger’s. Twenty minutes later, on her way back home, she was out of breath as the afternoon heat beat down on her. In front of the Blacklin residence, Lilou slowed down. She badly wanted to catch sight of her new neighbor, and this was the perfect opportunity. Maman can wait an extra minute, Lilou thought.

      Stopping right next to the Blacklins’ front door, she stood still in the shade of a tall oak tree. Lilou dropped the bag with the butter on the ground and fanned herself. She’d seen her mother do this hundreds of times, a gesture both elegant and demure, and for a moment she pictured herself as a damsel about to meet a handsome gentleman at a ball.

      “Hot day!”

      Lilou recognized the voice right away. It was him. Everything stopped. Her heart started racing, and she felt her cheeks flush. Lilou slowly turned around and was now face-to-face with Gary. Am I dreaming? The thought flashed through her mind. Up close, Gary was even more attractive than she had imagined.

      “Hey, I’m Gary. Gary Blacklin. We moved in last week.” The young man smiled and extended his hand. By now, she knew her cheeks were beet-red.

      “Hi,” Lilou croaked.

      “So, what’s your name?” Gary kept smiling and tilted his head slightly. He looked like a curious bird, and Lilou found the expression on his face adorable.

      “Lilou,” she said in a near whisper. “Linda. My name is Linda.” Lilou corrected herself.

      “You got two names?” Gary ran his hand through his hair.

      “Kind of. One is a nickname.”

      “That’s groovy.” He gave her an encouraging smile.

      Her heart melted. “We live right here!” Lilou pointed to her house.

      “I think I met your father the other day.”

      “Oh, really?” Lilou responded. Her heart leaped. She felt magic in the air. He knows who I am! He likes me!

      “Yeah. So how old are you, Linda?”

      “I am fifteen.” Lilou responded.

      “You must be a sophomore, then, am I right?” She nodded. “I’ll be a senior this year. Will be enrolling at Central Catholic. All-boys school. Didn’t want to start at a new school my senior year, but my dad got a job at Homestead Steel Works. So we had to move to Pittsburgh.”

      “I am going to go to a new school this year, too. What a coincidence!” Lilou said. Her face lit up at having something in common with Gary. Following Marianne’s disappearance, her father had mentioned the possibility of sending Lilou to an all-girls high school, the Elizabeth School, but her mother resisted the idea. Now, in an instant, Lilou made the decision that she, too, would attend a new school in September. That way, she and Gary would have something in common.

      “Really? Why?” Gary asked, opening his eyes wide. Lilou noticed they were a beautiful shade of blue.

      “It’s closer to here.” Lilou shrugged.

      “I see. Well, anyway, it was nice meeting you. I guess I’ll see you around,” Gary said.

      “Bye.” Lilou said and, elated, ran home.

      “Your bag!” Gary called after her.

      “Oh. Thank you.” She turned around and grabbed the bag with butter, waving Gary goodbye.

      After their first meeting, Lilou started dreaming of the handsome neighbor every night.

      Their affair, as Lilou secretly referred to her obsession with the neighbor, was now in its second year. Now in her bedroom, as she waited for her mother to unpack so she could tell her the news of the accounting, Lilou thought fondly of that favorite memory – her first meeting with Gary. She loved thinking about how sweet Gary was when he asked her name, how kind and attentive he seemed.

      In her dreams, they got to know each other, and Gary winked at her, took her hand in his, kissed her fingers, and professed his love for her. The scenes of their romance became steamier and steamier over time, but Lilou still reddened at the thought of Gary’s face as he kissed her and pressed his body against hers.

      Once in a dream, Gary confessed he wasn’t ready for a proper relationship yet and she should wait a little while, and then everything between them would happen for sure. She just needed to turn twenty.

      “I am counting the days, Linda,” dream Gary told her. And so, Lilou waited. While she waited, she hadn’t been to a single school dance, and had not confided in anyone about her love for Gary. Although she regularly saw him with other girls, Lilou remained faithful to her neighbor. But the reason for his dates with the others was because he wasn’t yet ready for the pure, real love Lilou felt for him.

      One day, he would be.
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      “Lilou! What kind of a surprise are we talking about here?” Her mother’s voice interrupted Lilou’s reverie.

      “Maman, I am coming!” Lilou jumped off the bed and rushed downstairs. She found her mother standing in the living room, the open suitcase on the floor.

      Lilou swallowed hard. Most of the time, interactions with her mother made her feel uncomfortable, as if her mother were looking for signs of her daughter’s defectiveness. It could be Lilou’s half-bitten nails, her mousy hair, or her love of math. Just about anything could set Katrine off, and then her mother would rant about how inadequate Lilou was.

      “Lilou, please, just show it to me already!” Katrine demanded. “I am tired from the trip!”

      “It’s right here,” Lilou said, her voice quiet. She bit her lower lip in nervous anticipation of her mother’s reaction.

      “Linda did the full accounting of your Mary Kay sales for the last twelve months,” her father said. Lilou heard the steely notes in his voice. She knew the tone well. It was the one he used when his wife was being particularly hard on their daughter.

      “Accounting?” Katrine snorted. “She’s just a kid! What could she possibly understand? And besides, my papers were such a mess, there is no way she could make anything out.” Her mother positioned herself on the sofa and crossed her legs beautifully. Katrine liked to make sure that her chiseled knees and slim ankles were accentuated.

      “Katrine, take a look. Linda did a fantastic job!” Lilou’s father repeated, standing next to his daughter.

      “Can’t this wait? I am exhausted!” Katrine pouted her lips.

      “It will only take a minute.” Her father handed his wife a folder Lilou had lovingly prepared. If Lilou didn’t know any better, she would have guessed that her father was ready to start a fight. Katrine must have sensed the same thing, because she flicked the ash off her cigarette and reached for the papers. She opened the folder and examined its contents. Raising her eyebrows, she stared at the neat columns and rows of numbers in disbelief. Katrine scrutinized the numbers for several minutes, during which Lilou could barely breathe.

      After a pause, her mother shrugged and nodded. That meant approval and gratitude. Lilou badly wished to hear actual words of approval, and her wish was granted.

      “Did you do this all by yourself Lilou?” Katrine threw an incredulous look at her daughter.

      Lilou noticed a smile on her father’s face. “Yes.” She blushed with pleasure at being noticed by her mother.

      “That’s quite something, chouchou⁠1!” Lilou’s heart leaped at the kind expression. Her mother hadn’t used the term in ages.

      “You see, Katrine, we have a genius in our family!” Michael Kelleher walked over to his daughter and gave her arm a gentle squeeze. Lilou felt tears well up in her eyes. This joint expression of love and approval from her parents was so rare. Her heart melted, and she was about to thank her parents when she heard her mother’s voice.

      “For a boy, this would have been quite useful. But for a girl? What’s the point of all this intellectual rigor?” Katrine put the folder with the accounting papers aside and reached for another cigarette.

      “Katrine, I am certain that our Linda here has a special talent. And we’ll find a way for her to use it!”

      “Michael, my only concern is Lilou’s happiness. I hope she finds it,” Katrine noted, staring across the room. “I want at least one of my girls to find joy in life.” Her mother rolled the ‘r’ in the word ‘girls’, her French accent suddenly very heavy. Lilou felt an incredible sadness overcome her.

      I am a failure, she thought.

      Her mother’s words reached her as if through a fog. “A woman is supposed to be beautiful, seductive, and attractive to men, not to be out there enjoying spreadsheets. Just think, if I were a math genius, you’d never have married me!” Katrine tilted her head and gave her husband a flirtatious wink.

      “Our Linda has a great future ahead of her! You’ll see!” Michael asserted, ignoring his wife’s words.

      “I wish she could just be a normal girl,” Katrine added ruefully.

      Lilou wanted to disappear, to fall right through the floor, to be as far away as possible from both of her parents. Her critical mother and her optimistic father.

      Unable to stand it any longer, Lilou rushed out of the living room, tumbled down the porch stairs and dashed out onto the street. She ran, not thinking about where and why she was going. The only thing Lilou wanted at that moment was to be far away from her house. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she felt incredibly lonely and sad.

      Shadyside was a beautiful, upscale part of town, with mansions, treelined streets, lush courtyards, manicured lawns and gardens. Lilou loved to wander the streets and look at the flowers. Most of all, she liked the hydrangeas that appeared in the gardens of the city in late spring and bloomed all through summer, some of them with a bluish tint, others with lilac undertones and soft pink coloring. But instead of enjoying the beautiful flowers, thoughts of anguish filled Lilou that afternoon, as she ran away from her house. I could be like Marianne, I should just go off to California.

      She saw a small rock on the ground and kicked it. The rock hurt her toes, exposed in open sandals, and she yelped in pain. The pain made her stop. Lilou remembered how much she enjoyed sorting through her mother’s papers, organizing the receipts, and then writing information down in neat columns. Reviewing the names of the customers and then imagining who they were based on their purchases was her favorite activity.

      Immersed in those thoughts, Lilou gradually calmed down. She returned home in time for dinner. Neither her father nor her mother mentioned their afternoon flare-up, and all three of them pretended as if nothing happened. The evening passed in conversation about her mother’s trip, who again delved into her sales, the genius of Mary Kay Ash, and about how deeply Katrine was impressed by the South.

      The following morning, Michael Kelleher sat his daughter down at the kitchen table. He cleared his throat and looked down at his hands. Lilou was hungry, and she stared at the plate of waffles her mother had left for her, trying hard to pay attention despite the rumbling in her stomach. The smell of waffles was overpowering, and Lilou hoped the conversation would be a short one.

      “Linda, princess,” her father looked at her and then averted his eyes, “I’ve been thinking about something. I think you should become an accountant.”

      “Like your friend, Larry Coleman?” Lilou opened her eyes wide. Mr. Coleman was her father’s close friend, a man in his late forties.

      “Yes, princess,” her father gave her a crooked smile.

      “But Daddy, that’s for men, isn’t it?” Lilou tilted her head. She’d never heard of a woman working as an accountant.

      “Oh, I don’t think so. I’ll ask Larry. I think they take women these days. You know, the world is changing.” Michael Kelleher looked at his daughter carefully.

      “So I’ll work in an office?”

      “Yes, Linda.” Her father was silent for a moment. He put down his fork. “It’ll be good for you to be independent. In case, you know.”

      “Daddy? What do you mean?” Forgetting about the waffles and her hunger, Lilou stared at him.

      “Well, princess, it’s good to have options. And you never know, with the conversation we had with your mother, it got me thinking. And I do think that with your abilities, you really should have a profession.” Her father picked up the fork and started eating.

      Lilou knew that there were several career tracks women could have. A nurse, a teacher, or a librarian. Lilou couldn’t stand the sight of blood, so nursing was not for her, and while she loved books, she did not like them enough to dedicate her whole life to them as a librarian. That left teaching. Since she liked math, Lilou assumed she would teach mathematics. It made perfect sense. Becoming an accountant did not. In reality, Lilou did not expect to work. Not for long. Lilou pictured herself in the role of Gary’s wife, sitting on the couch in their living room and waiting for him to come home, handsome, tall, and in love with her. She immediately blushed at the thought.

      “But Daddy, why an accountant? I thought I’d teach math or something.”

      “I was thinking, Larry, he can help. You know, we served together, so I think he can tell you what you need to do to become an accountant. He’s got a CPA. I think once he understands how perfect you are for that type of work, he’ll hire you himself!” Michael Kelleher gave Lilou a reassuring smile.

      “Sure, Daddy,” Lilou forced herself to agree. She did not like contradicting her father. Maybe it won’t be so bad? And anyway, it’ll only be until Gary and I have children. Lilou thought, as she reached for the waffles and, salivating, took the first delicious bite.

      A few weeks later, Larry Coleman appeared in their living room. Katrine, though she’d opposed the idea of Lilou becoming an accountant, prepared snacks for their guest and forced Lilou to wear a new dress for the occasion.

      “But it doesn’t matter what I wear!” Lilou protested, as her mother forced her into a peach-colored dress with a bow. “I am going to learn about accounting! Who cares what I look like?”

      “You never know! A woman should always look her best, and especially a young girl!” Katrine gave her a doubtful look. Lilou felt miserable in her new outfit. She hated the color, hated how it made her skin look corpse-like, but her mother insisted that the pinkish undertones were ‘refreshing’ and tied the bow around her waist. Lilou cautiously descended the stairs to find her father and Larry Coleman toasting their friendship in the living room. Lilou’s father was in his favorite spot, on the couch, while Larry sat in the armchair next to him.

      “There is she, my Linda. All grown up!” Michael Kelleher said, his voice tainted with nervousness. “So, as I was telling you, Larry, Linda here is great at math. I mean, sharp, she’s got a real talent. The other day she did the numbers for Katrine, got all her Mary Kay sales for a whole year added up. So,” Lilou’s father scratched his chin, “I was thinking maybe she could consider becoming an accountant. What do you say?” He looked at Larry Coleman quizzically.

      “An accountant? A girl? I don’t know, Mike, that’ll be the first one!” Larry shook his head and then frowned.

      “You mean there aren’t any women in your firm?”

      “I mean, sure, there are girls, but they are all secretaries,” Larry rolled his eyes, “so, you know.”

      “But the real accountants, no women? Not even one?” Michael Kelleher stared at his friend.

      “You see! I knew it!” Katrine appeared from the kitchen, holding a cigarette and shook her head in disapproval. “Michael, this is a crazy idea!”

      “Wait, Katrine, hold on for a second.” Lilou’s father turned to his friend. “But women aren’t forbidden from joining the firm, are they?”

      “No, of course not, I heard in our Chicago office, we got a woman, joined a few years ago. But here, in Pittsburgh, we just don’t have any suitable candidates. I never thought about it.”

      “So, theoretically, it’s possible?” Michael Kelleher insisted.

      “Sure, sure, I guess so.”

      “That’s great!” Michael shifted in his seat. “So what does Linda have to do? Major in accounting in college? Linda can do it. She’s a smart girl.” Her father gave his daughter a look full of pride, and she wanted to disappear, so ashamed she was of being the center of attention.

      “Mike,” Larry paused and frowned. “I am just thinking. Let’s say she gets the job, we got business trips. Long hours. We travel all the time, you know that, part of the job, and then is she going to travel with the men? Stay in a hotel with us? What about the spouses? What’s my wife going to say if she finds out I am traveling with a woman?”

      “Oh, Larry, but can’t she maybe not travel? And maybe by the time Linda here starts at your firm, there will be other women, too?” Michael Kelleher looked at his friend hopefully.

      “Maybe.” Larry sighed.

      “Michael, I can’t imagine,” Katrine intervened again. “Our girl, her reputation!”

      “Katrine, please, Linda is no fool!” Michael Kelleher threw a disgruntled look at his wife. “Is there any more shrimp? We’re all out.” He pointed at the empty plate.

      Katrine rolled her eyes, grabbed the plate and strode into the kitchen, her whole body showing resentment.

      What do I do? Lilou panicked. How will I ever work with all men? And what if my Gary feels jealous? If I work as a teacher, he won’t care, there it’s mostly women, but if I become an accountant?

      Thoughts of Gary and their life together absorbed the rest of the afternoon, and Lilou barely noticed Larry Coleman’s departure and that fact that her fate was sealed. She would one day become an accountant.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Fr. a term of endearment. Literately meaning ‘my little cabbage’ or ‘my darling’
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      April 22nd, 1973

      The countdown was over. Lilou had impatiently waited for her twentieth birthday to come, after which she knew she would blossom. She and Gary would be together. Their love would be nothing like anything she’d ever experienced before. It would be explosive, beautiful, blinding in its passion.

      Time flew by unnoticed, perforated only by her daily countdowns of the time remaining. Lilou went to Pitt, majored in accounting, and continued living at home. She was the only girl in her major, and shied away from socializing at college. Lilou had no close friends, but that didn’t trouble her. Cordial to her peers, she excelled academically. Her junior year was nearly finished. As before, she read at night, only it was mostly accounting textbooks. She continued dreaming of Gary, his handsome face, and their future together.

      Gary was away, studying at Penn State. There was no talk of Gary’s graduation, and Lilou suspected this was due to his trying to avoid being drafted for Vietnam. Since the end of the Vietnam draft had been announced in January of that year, much to the chagrin of her father, Lilou expected Gary to come back soon. Whenever he came home during breaks from college, she made sure they ‘ran into each other’ at least every other day. Gary was always friendly and they would chit chat and even joke together. Lilou never felt shy around him. When he went back to Penn State, she missed her neighbor terribly, but the thought of their strong connection that prevailed despite the distance comforted her.

      As her father had suggested, she majored in accounting and loved every minute of it. Studying came easily and she got good grades. Accounting delighted her in every way, and confirmed Lilou’s understanding of the basic axiom in life: there was a balance in everything. Accounts payables had to match accounts receivable. That comforted Lilou. No matter what, in the end, both columns had to add up. Debit and credit. It was all so simple and beautiful. Lilou also thought that she would never actually work as an accountant. She would get married right after college and become a homemaker. Gary would work, while she would stay home.

      She never mentioned her plans to her father. Lilou knew he would never approve of what she intended to do. He had envisioned a glorious future for his daughter. From time to time, Larry Coleman would appear at their home and discussions about Pedersen Accountants would occur. Lilou paid little attention to them. It would all happen only once she graduated from college, and by then she would be happily paired off with Gary.

      With every grade ‘A’ Lilou brought home, her father reaffirmed the notion that his daughter would become ‘the best accountant in all of Pittsburgh’. Then it became ‘all of Western Pennsylvania’, and when Lilou was about to finish her junior year with a 3.9 GPA, it was ‘the best accountant in all of America’.

      On the day of her twentieth birthday, Lilou woke up in a great mood. Zero to countdown! She thought. She’d made it to the most magical day of her life. She stretched and headed downstairs. It was a Friday, and she had only one class. Her father had already left for work, and her mother was on the phone, speaking to one of her Mary Kay clients.

      By then, Katrine Kelleher was traveling almost every day to meetings and tea parties to sell Mary Kay cosmetics. How Katrine had time to plan these gatherings, how she found new clients, how she built relationships with them, all that was shrouded in mystery, but in the nearly five years since her mother began selling Mary Kay cosmetics, her clientele has grown and expanded beyond Pittsburgh. Katrine now had adorable pink business cards, and their house overflowed with boxes and packages of cosmetics, awaiting new customers. Her mother stored most of them in Marianne’s old bedroom, which had become known as ‘the office’, but often, when there were new deliveries, she would leave boxes lying around in the living room, much to the dismay of Lilou’s father.

      Katrine Kelleher was happy. She radiated exuberance, adoring the creams and lotions, memorizing the ingredients by heart. Lilou’s mother had developed a deep understanding of how each product affected the skin of her clients. She could talk for hours about their magical properties, about moisturizers, about lipstick and how to properly apply it, how to use the powder and the eyebrow pencil just right.

      When Katrine hosted Mary Kay parties at their house, Lilou would find her mother surrounded by customers, watching in awe, as her mother extolled Mary Kay, applying the latest product with the skill of a magician. Katrine dreamed of a pink Cadillac, which Mary Kay Ash gifted to the most successful consultants. Each summer in July, she traveled to Texas for the Mary Kay convention, and came back inspired, brimming with ideas and plans on how to boost sales. Lilou had been doing her mother’s accounting since that first summer – a challenging task, but they had settled into a routine, and Lilou was now firmly in charge of everything.

      Her mother often forgot her customers’ names, but she never ever forgot a face. It was easier for Katrine to remember their appearances and what they bought than the method of payment or where her clients lived. Knowing her mother’s lack of organization, soon after doing the first spreadsheet with the Mary Kay sales, Lilou bought her a pink notebook and asked Katrine to enter sales information there.

      “Maman, I am thinking, maybe you can write down what someone bought right after it happens?” Lilou said, averting her eyes. She was embarrassed when speaking with her mother about Mary Kay. Lilou felt as if her very being was not worthy of her mother’s business. She, Lilou, was too unattractive, too awkward, so that even being allowed to handle her mother’s accounting was a miracle in itself.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Katrine hummed, as she accepted the pink notebook from her daughter and flipped it in her hands. Lilou had spent hours at a stationary store, trying to make sure the color and the size were perfect and fit her mother’s taste. She expected her mother to notice and to compliment her on the notebook, but Katrine merely nodded and tucked it in her purse. The following week, Lilou nudged her mother and asked to see the notebook, anticipating neat rows of sales entries. Opening the first page, she saw the first entry: “Blonde, bow-legged, lipstick and moisturizer.”

      “Maman, do you have the name of the customer? Did she pay by check or cash?”

      “The name? Starts with an ‘S’, I think.” Katrine gave her daughter a confused look.

      “What was the total?” Lilou felt tears well up in her eyes. Her plan to organize her mother’s sales was failing in front of her very eyes.

      “Who cares? I got the money. What does it matter?” Katrine shrugged. “Oh, wait, her name is Louise.”

      “And the last name?” Lilou looked up at her mother with renewed hope.

      “Simpson? Or Smith? I think there was an ‘S’ there somewhere.” Katrine took a cigarette out of the case and lit it.

      “Maman, could you please write down their name and address next time?” Lilou swallowed hard. She hoped that her voice did not sound shrill, but she felt exhaustion and hopelessness. She’d been working tirelessly to help her mother. All of her efforts were being wasted.

      “I knew it! I should have asked a real professional to help me! But I gave you a chance and listened to your father. How silly of me?” Katrine sighed and puffed on the cigarette.

      “I am sorry, Maman. I’m just trying to help.” Lilou responded, choking back tears. She loved her mother and she loved accounting. Helping her mother with Mary Kay combined her two loves, but all of her good intentions were going unnoticed.

      “You know what would help me? If you didn’t bother me with these silly details. I help women become more beautiful. That’s my business. I am not a numbers person!” Katrine pointed her toe and wiggled her foot, as she always did in times of distress. Lilou was about to run away in tears, but at that moment, her father walked into the living room.

      “How are my girls doing?” Michael Kelleher’s voice boomed. He quickly glanced at Lilou, noticing the disappointed expression on her face, and turned to his wife. Immediately, Katrine raised her eyebrows. She knew her husband would take their daughter’s side and ended the conversation. The pink notebook stayed and, with time, Katrine Kelleher started recording sales with more care and effort.
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      The morning of her twentieth birthday, on the kitchen table, Lilou saw her favorite breakfast, waffles with maple syrup. She could smell the caramelized apples and guessed that her mother was planning on making Tarte Tatin as her birthday cake. Katrine hung up the receiver and walked into the kitchen.

      “Happy birthday, chouchou!” her mother said and kissed Lilou on the cheek.

      “Thank you, Maman!” Lilou smiled at her mother, her heart filling with gratitude. Her twentieth birthday was turning out to be a wonderful day. Lilou quickly finished her waffles and decided to go outside. The weather was beautiful, the birds were chirping, and Lilou wanted to take in the fresh air, the blooming flowers. The world felt on her side.

      “Go ahead, Lilou.” Katrine gave her a nod and turned her attention to making the dessert.

      Lilou rushed outside. She threw a look at Gary’s house, as she usually did, and thought of her beloved, not expecting to see him. She turned and suddenly, there he was! Gary was walking up the street. She froze in place. It could not have been him. He was away in college. But the vision got closer. Gary was very real, and was carrying a gallon of milk.

      “Hey there, Linda,” Gary said.

      Lilou noticed how the muscles of his right arm flexed as gripped the milk, and how well the t-shirt with the Penn State Nittany lion mascot accentuated his torso. Lilou felt as if the lion was watching her, and she felt uneasy under its gaze.

      “Hi,” Lilou said and blushed. Seeing Gary on her birthday was a good omen. She felt her heart leap. It’s happening so fast! Lilou thought. Fate! “Today is my birthday!” Lilou said, before she could stop herself.

      “Happy birthday!” A smirk appeared on his face.

      “Thank you.” Lilou’s mind immediately drifted to thoughts of the kinds of presents Gary would give her for her birthday once they were married. Maybe a necklace? Or a pair of earrings?

      “I heard you’re studying accounting. That’s cool! We don’t have many girls at Penn State. And especially not in accounting! Mostly, they are out there to get an MRS. degree, if you know what I mean,” Gary winked at her.

      “Yeah,” Lilou managed to squeeze out. She hated attracting attention to her academic achievements.

      “So, are you gonna be a teacher?” Gary raised his eyebrows.

      “I don’t know,” Lilou said in a near whisper. She felt shivers run down her spine. Gary is about to ask me on a date. The thought flashed in her mind. Lilou adjusted her hair. This was the moment she’d been waiting for, and she needed to look good.

      “You got a boyfriend?” Gary asked. In response, Lilou turned beet red. For nearly five years, she’d been waiting for their conversations to progress to this new level!

      “No,” Lilou averted her gaze and looked at the ground, as she’d seen women do in soap operas. That’s how women acted during confessions of love.

      “Oh, that’s ‘cause you probably don’t have time for guys. My girlfriend never went to college. We’re getting married this summer! In August. She’s been planning our wedding for months. It seems to be taking her a lot of time. I don’t know how she’d be able to do it if she was studying. But Samantha’s not into that stuff.” Gary shrugged, showing that everything in his girlfriend suited him just fine.

      “Girlfriend?” Lilou swallowed hard. Gary’s words did not fully penetrate her consciousness. Did Gary just mention someone named Samantha?

      “Yeah, Sammy. My girlfriend. Anyway, I gotta run, mom’s waiting for the milk. But you should come to the wedding. I’ll tell Samantha to put you on the guest list. I’m sure my parents will invite yours anyway. The ceremony will be at our church,” Gary pointed somewhere at a distance.

      “Church,” Lilou mumbled. She felt like she was about to throw up. She couldn’t breathe. With every passing second, Lilou knew she was moving closer to death.

      “Yeah, St Regis, right here in Shadyside. Hope to see you there. Sammy will like you. She’s, you know, not too bright, but she loves smart people!” A fond smile crossed Gary’s face.

      “Sammy?” Lilou tried to hold back tears that were now welling up in her eyes.

      “Yeah, Samantha. But I like to call her Sammy. I think it’s cute. She loves it!”

      “Congratulations!” Lilou forced herself to say and, unable to wait for an answer, ran home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Gulping down tears, she ran into her house.

      “Is that you, Lilou?” She heard her mother’s voice. “Why are you back so soon? Is it too cold outside?” 

      Unable to answer, Lilou doubled over, her legs buckled underneath her. A low sound came up from the pit of her stomach. It was a howl. The kind a wounded animal makes. She ran upstairs, leaping two steps at a time. Bang. Lilou slammed her bedroom door shut and threw herself on the bed. She wept. Angry, ferocious tears. Her body convulsed in sobs. Lilou buried her face in the pillow, trying hard to stop the wave of emotion. She could not remember ever crying so hard in her life.

      Gary. She called the name of her beloved, wishing for him to console her. How could he? Gary is about to marry someone else. Why is this happening? Today of all days. Who is Samantha? At the thought of Gary marrying another woman, Lilou cried even harder. She pictured the gentle smile the crossed his face as he mentioned his fiancée and bitter tears flooded her eyes. Sammy! He even has an adorable nickname for her! We never had a chance! Bile rose in her throat as she imagined Sammy with a blonde ponytail, giggling and winking mischievously at Gary. And I am so dumb! How did I let this happen?

      “Lilou!” There was a knock on the door. She did not answer. Pressing the pillow to her face, she tried to stifle her sobs. There was no use going on. What future do I have without my beloved Gary? Another knock on the door. “Can I come in?” Her mother’s voice, muffled by the pillow, barely reached her ears. Instead of an answer, Lilou positioned the pillow over her face, hoping it would hide her tear-stricken face.

      “Get up.” Her mother’s voice was now closer. It sounded urgent.

      “Umm,” Lilou squeezed out.

      “Please get up. Let’s have some cake. I finished Tarte Tatin. Your favorite.” Katrine sat on the bed and patted Lilou’s shoulder.

      “I am not hungry,” Lilou responded through the pillow.

      “What kind of woman acts like this?” Her mother tried to gently pry the pillow from her face, but Lilou resisted.

      “I dunno.” Fresh tears rolled down her face, and Lilou convulsed in another wave of sobs. A sharp pain pierced her. Her dream, the love of her life, the reason for her very existence, had betrayed her. Gary was marrying someone else and she would be alone forever.

      “Please remember, no man is worth your tears. Ever! No man in the world!” Lilou could tell that her mother rose from the bed and was pacing the room. “Men are there for us women, to pay for things and to love and adore us. Not the other way around. And if you cry over a man, it means that he doesn’t love you. And if that’s the case, you shouldn’t waste your emotions on him!” Katrine stomped her foot.

      “How do you know?” Lilou slowly removed the pillow and sat up on her bed. Her mother had never spoken to Lilou about relationships and men before. It piqued Lilou’s interest.

      “How do I know what?” Katrine scanned her daughter’s face.

      “That I am crying over a maaaan.” The corners of Lilou’s mouth drooped and Lilou felt another pang of sadness. Gary! Gary! Lilou pushed the now soaking wet pillow back over her face and slammed her head down on the bed.

      “Lilou, please, chouchou.” Her mother leaned over her, gently pushing the pillow aside to reveal Lilou’s red and puffy face. “What else could a young dummy like you cry about?” Katrine said, her tone softer.

      Lilou convulsed in a sob, but the moment of crisis had passed. “But we were meant to be together!” Lilou sighed.

      “Chouchou, if you are meant to be together, it will all work out on its own. Just like me and your father.” Katrine sighed. “Why don’t you get yourself together, it’s your birthday. And you have class today, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” Lilou sat up once more. She’d forgotten all about college. “I have to get ready.” It was almost noon. “Thank you, Maman.” Lilou got off the bed and went to the bathroom. Seeing her face in the mirror, she gasped. Streaks of tears crisscrossed her cheeks. Her eyes were bright red, and her eyelids were swollen. Her nose was beet-red and her hair looked like a bird’s nest.

      “Maman, I don’t think I can go out like this,” Lilou said. There was no answer.

      Lilou peeked out, but her mother had gone downstairs. She felt a fresh wave of tears come. Gary. Gary! Lilou rose and walked to the window, pulling back the curtain. She caught herself thinking, but then remembered that he would soon marry someone else. Her whole life plan had imploded, and she did not know what to do with her life. The dream of being a homemaker, happily coupled with Gary had disappeared in a flash. Lilou fell back on the bed and wept.

      The familiar walls of her bedroom looked strange and foreign. Lilou had no more strength to get up, so she rolled over and covered her head with the blanket, pushing the damp pillow out of the way. Suddenly she heard a squeak. Lilou pulled the blanket back and saw a pair of eyes staring back at her. They looked unmistakably human, only the human they belonged to had to be tiny. Lilou fidgeted slightly, then rubbed her eyes to wipe the tears away. When she opened them again, the strange vision was gone.

      “Please, get up, Lilou.” She heard her mother’s voice. Lilou did not know how much time had passed. “It’s time to go to Pitt. I brought up some make-up. It’s a new line Mary Kay just introduced.” There was a clicking sound and Lilou could hear her mother put something heavy on the floor.

      Lilou had often wondered when she did her mother’s accounting what it would be like to use the Mary Kay products, such as mascara, eyeliner, lipstick, and all the rest. But she had no strength to move.

      “Lilou.” She felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder. In response, Lilou shook her head and closed her eyes. Sleep offered a consolation.

      She dreamed of Gary. He kissed her face, told her he was sorry and that they would soon be together. Gary! Lilou yelled out and woke up to the sound of her own scream. And then she remembered. He is marrying someone else. Her whole body hurt. Her head was pulsating as she sat up and her lips felt parched. She thought of doing the countdown to her twentieth birthday, but then remembered that she had already turned twenty. It’s zero. Zero, she thought. I have no reason to go on. She fell back onto the bed.

      When Lilou opened her eyes again, it was dark outside. She saw her father standing by the door. Lilou stayed curled on her bed. She felt numb.

      “Linda, honey,” her father cleared his throat.” She heard him sit on the chair opposite her bed. Lilou didn’t stir. “Umm, princess, I… I want to talk to you.” Michael Kelleher, normally energetic and quick to take action, paused. After a moment of hesitation, he pulled the chair closer to her bed. She felt his hand rest on her shoulder through the blanket. “Can you hear me?” Lilou moved her foot, which indicated that she was listening. “Linda, it’s your birthday. Please come. Let’s have some cake.” Silence. Her father waited by her bed and then left, closing the door behind him.

      Lilou did not remember what happened next. She lost count of the days, settling into a routine. She didn’t get out of bed. Her father would come in first thing every morning, greeting her and speaking to her before leaving for work. Her mother would then take Lilou to the bathroom, sitting Lilou in the bathtub to wipe her with a sponge. Once a week, her mother washed her hair. The rest of the time, Lilou spent in bed in a catatonic state. Her mother appeared with trays of food that Lilou barely touched. She had no appetite.

      She had strange visions of a bird. It was a crow, and it would tap on her window every morning without fail. The crow, perched right outside her window, waited until Lilou opened her eyes, then tilted its head, let out a cackle, and flew away. The same vision repeated each day, but was so fantastical that Lilou wasn’t sure whether the bird was real or imaginary.

      One afternoon, she heard muffled voices outside the door.

      “Please, right this way, doctor.” Her father opened the door and an unfamiliar smell filled the room. Cologne mixed with something clinical. The combination irritated her nose. Lilou sneezed.

      “Hello there, Linda.” She heard a deep baritone. “I am Doctor Fleming. I am a psychiatrist. Your father tells me you aren’t feeling well.”

      Lilou pulled the blanket over her head, covering her face for security. If I wait long enough, he will leave. She wanted the man to disappear, so she could go back to her routine of staying in bed.

      “Linda, let me feel your pulse,” the doctor said, his tone firm. Lilou felt cold fingers on her wrist and jerked it away.

      “You see, I, I can’t stand it.” Her mother’s voice sounded shrill, as if she was on the verge of tears. “Doctor, she just lays there all day.”

      “Katrine, please.” Lilou heard her father.

      “That’s why I am here, Mrs. Kelleher. Please, don’t worry. I can help your daughter. In a case like this, I recommend electric shock therapy. It can do miracles,” Dr. Fleming said, his smell moving away from the bed. His words reached Lilou, but she did not care.

      “What? Where?” There were hysterical notes in Katrine’s voice. Maman is worried, Lilou thought and closed her eyes.

      “Electric shock? Are you going to take Linda in?” Michael Kelleher asked. “Isn’t there anything else that could be done?”

      “Shock treatment is a wonderful, proven treatment. It works wonders.” The baritone noted. “I can get everything organized for you in no time.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” The voices retreated from the room.

      Lilou heard the door close. She pulled the blanket off her head. The psychiatrist’s smell lingered and Lilou forced herself to get up and go to the bathroom. There, she vomited. I am dying. A thought flashed through her mind. Gary killed me. Zero, Zero, she thought, and then collapsed back on the bed. The end was near, Lilou could feel it. If she did not get up from her bed for a few more days, she would simply disappear, dissolve into the abyss. No more pain.

      Lilou woke up to the sun beaming through the curtains. Only when she sat up on the bed did she see that both of her parents were standing in the room. Her mother’s hands were on her hips.

      “Lilou, good to see you are awake,” her mother said.

      “Linda.” Her father sat on the chair by the bed. “Your mother and I, we talked about what to do.” Her father looked up at his wife and then at Lilou, who sat motionless. “Princess, can you please look at me?” As she did, a gentle smile appeared on his face. "Good. So, princess, we decided to send you to France this summer. The decision wasn’t easy for us, but we love you. And we don’t want you to get shock treatment.”

      “Yes, chouchou, you will be traveling to Paris.” Her mother added.

      “France?” Lilou gasped and stared at her parents. It was her first word spoken in days, and she noticed that her parents exchanged glances.

      Visiting France had been a near-taboo topic. “My life is here now,” her mother would say. She never mentioned anything about her childhood, except for the fact that she had grown up in Paris, which Katrine noted only when pointing out the provincial elements of their Pittsburgh life. France was a place that was superior culturally, but otherwise out of reach. Lilou had always assumed that her mother’s reticence was due to the trauma of World War II that her father experienced while serving in France, and that her mother was being careful of her father’s feelings.

      “Yes, princess, I got your ticket already.” Her father gave her a reassuring smile.

      “But how would I go?” Lilou’s mouth gaped open. The prospect of a flight to France sounded unrealistic, irrational. Like traveling to the moon.

      “It’s okay, princess, you will be fine. You have family there. Your grandparents. They are waiting for you,” he said.

      “Grand-mère?” Lilou stared at her mother. Grand-mère Régine was mentioned only once a year, when they received Christmas cards from her. Lilou had never seen her photos and knew little about the woman.

      “Yes, Grand-mère Régine and Grand-père Guillaume,” Katrine said, biting her lip. “Why don’t you get up and we can talk about everything downstairs?”

      Without saying another word, her father rose from the chair and exited the room. Lilou’s mother followed. As they closed the door behind them, Lilou heard him whisper: “You see, it’s working!”

      Lilou rose from the bed. Her head spun, and she had to lean on the bed frame to stabilize herself. She got dressed, for the first time in days, picking out her clothes. They hung loosely on her body, and she realized that she must have lost weight. In the mirror, the reflection staring back at her was gaunt. Her cheeks were sunken in and her hair hung in dull streaks. Lilou sighed and headed downstairs.

      There, she found her parents sitting next to each other at the kitchen table. Her mother was twisting a near-empty porcelain cup in her hands, while her father drummed his fingers.

      “Ah! There she is!” Michael Kelleher clapped, seeing Lilou appear. “Have a seat, Linda, please.” He pointed to a chair, where Lilou usually occupied. As she sat down, she felt her stomach rumbling and realized she felt hungry.

      “Linda, we love you and want you to get better. We thought that going to France would be a good idea. You can connect with your family there. A change of scenery,” her father said.

      “Yes, you’ll then go stay with Auntie Monique. She lives in Lyon. And you’ve got cousins there,” Katrine added.

      “Auntie Monique? Who is that?” Lilou felt her head spin.

      “My sister, Monique. And her daughter Aline. Your cousin. She must be sixteen or seventeen now. And I think there is also a boy.” Katrine shrugged and reached for a cigarette. “Monique married well. She lives in a nice part of Lyon, so you can stay with them for a few days.”

      "You have a sister in Lyon?” Lilou had no recollection of her mother ever mentioning having a sister.

      “Yes, didn’t I ever tell you about her?” Katrine opened her eyes wide.

      “Princess, you’ll see a bit of France.” Michael Kelleher smiled. Katrine sucked in her breath. “And you’ll get away from here for a bit. We think a change of scenery will do you good.”

      Lilou stared at her parents, unable to speak.

      France. I am going to France!
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      The following morning, Lilou woke up to her mother standing in her bedroom.

      “Time to get up, Lilou, we are going shopping!” Katrine said. She was wearing a beautiful light pink dress, with a long slit, which accentuated her long legs.

      “Right now?” Lilou mumbled, rubbing her eyes. Her mother nodded, and Lilou slowly rose from the bed and hobbled to the bathroom.

      “Your father is heading to the travel agency, and you and I need to buy you a suitcase and a whole new wardrobe.” Katrine gave Lilou an appraising stare. “You are going to have to look your best!”

      “Travel agency? I thought Daddy already got the ticket.” Lilou stared at her mother.

      “No, of course not, we were just testing the waters yesterday. To see if you were in a condition to travel.”

      “What?” Lilou gasped and stared at her mother’s reflection in the bathroom mirror. Lilou thought she saw a smirk on her mother’s face. “So, I am not going to France?”

      “Katrine cleared her throat. “You are! But chouchou,” her mother had been using the endearing term more often, ever since Lilou’s twentieth birthday, “your father and I had no idea if you would get out of bed. Let alone agree to travel to France.”

      “So, what would have happened if I didn’t agree to go?” Lilou put her hand to her mouth. She felt tears well up in her eyes.

      “I don’t know. I suppose we might have had to take you to that awful doctor.”

      “Maman!” Lilou gasped.

      “But it’s fine now. You’ll travel to France, it’s definitely the solution. Please, Lilou, wash your face,” Katrine ordered, all signs of tenderness gone from her voice. Sounding like the stern mother Lilou knew all of her childhood.

      Cold water made her feel better for a brief moment, but then she was back to feeling sad and pitiful. Lilou turned around and faced her mother.

      “I don’t want to leave!” Lilou whimpered. All she wanted to do was to crawl back into bed, cover her face with the pillow and cry again. Fresh tears welled up in her eyes and she felt an incredible sadness over her lost dream. Gary was never going to be her husband, and she would spend her whole life alone, a sad accountant.

      “Lilou. I am the last person to want to send you to France. Believe me. But your father and I think a change of scenery will do you good.” Katrine sighed.

      “But why? I want to stay here! I will be fine.” Lilou pleaded. “What about college? I have to finish the year!”

      “That will have to wait until the fall. Your father spoke to them, and Pitt agreed to have you take the exams in September,” Katrine said.

      “So I didn’t fail the semester?” Lilou opened her eyes wide. While suffering over Gary and her crushed dreams, she did not once think of accounting, her grades or the university. But now she felt jittery with worry over her degree.

      “No. You can thank Daddy later. Lilou, please, enough. You’ll be back from France in three weeks!” Katrine tapped her foot on the floor, a sign of her impatience. “Please get ready, I don’t have much time. I’ve got client appointments in the afternoon, I am invited to a bridal shower.”

      At the mention of a bridal shower, she remembered Gary and Sammy and collapsed on the bed, sobbing. The thought of their happiness cut like a knife.

      “Chouchou, please, don’t cry.” Katrine leaned over her and petted her head. Her mother was once again, kind and tender, and Lilou melted at her mother’s touch.

      “I can’t ever leave the house!” Lilou cried out, burying her face in her mother’s lap.

      “Lilou, remember, when you were a little girl? Do you remember how we sat like this, you and I?” Katrine asked. She was moving her hand gently over Lilou’s head, and Lilou’s tears slowly receded.

      “Nooo,” Lilou sobbed. She tried, but could not remember any expressions of tenderness and love from her mother. Instead, she could only recall her mother’s stern looks, judgment, cruelty even.

      “Oh, yes, you were three years old, and you loved listening to stories. You’d get on my lap and I would read you fairy tales. Cinderella and Little Red Riding Hood. You loved that one! And you know who your favorite character was?”

      “Nooo,” Lilou answered, perking up her ears. The recollection of her childhood by her mother was giving her a fresh perspective. Was there something to my story that I may have missed?

      “The wolf! It was the wolf! The wolf from the Little Red Riding Hood.” Katrine clapped her hands and howled with laughter.

      “What?” Lilou sat up and stared at her mother.

      “Yes, you felt sorry for the wolf and he was your hero. Can you believe it? You even wanted a stuffed animal, a wolf, as a toy. We managed to find one, and then you dressed him like a grandmother and played with him.”

      “I don’t remember any of this.” Lilou shrugged. A part of her wished to return to those days, when she was young and innocent, and enthralled in the story of Little Red Riding Hood, to relive the magic of her childhood. But all Lilou could remember now was how she’d been counting down to the age of twenty.

      “You used to sleep with that toy wolf!” Katrine exclaimed. “I think we have him somewhere in the attic.” Her mother smiled at Lilou and then pursed her lips. “But now, please get ready, so we can go shopping.” Katrine rose from the bed and impatiently tapped her foot.

      “But what’s the point?” Lilou threw a hopeless look at her mother.

      “What’s the point? Are you a woman or a sack of potatoes?” Katrine exclaimed and rolled her eyes. “As a woman, you have to do your best to look great. It’s just part of life!”

      “No one cares!”

      “How would you know that? If you are always hiding or living in a dream, you’ll never know.”

      Her mother’s words cut like a knife. How does she know about my dreams? Lilou’s heart sank.

      “You’ll miss all the possibilities in life! If I hadn’t gone to that dance, I wouldn’t have met your father.” Katrine scanned her daughter’s face for a reaction. “And remember, it’s the woman who chooses a man! I should have had this talk with you earlier, but I just didn’t think you were interested. It seems like I missed something.” Her mother straightened her dress and gave her daughter the relentless look of a person who was not used to losing. “Nothing like shopping to make you feel good!” Katrine added after a pause, and Lilou sighed in defeat. “I’ll make us some coffee. Your father should bring back your tickets this afternoon!” Katrine turned around and left the room, and Lilou heard the clicking of her mother’s heels on the parquet floor.

      The rest of the week was a blur. Lilou went shopping with her mother, not once, as she expected, but every day, comparing different suitcases, trying on new dresses and shoes, and even doing a fitting for a skirt that her mother found in her closet and decided that Lilou had to take with her to France. A part of Lilou reveled in the newfound attention from her mother, and enjoyed spending time together. But the fittings, the obsequious comments from the sales associates, discussions about the virtues of a pink dress versus a blue one, demonstrations of the latest and the most exclusive styles, and, inevitably, her mother’s promotion of Mary Kay cosmetics on the sidelines, made Lilou grow weary.

      By the end of the week, equipped with several new outfits and two sturdy yet stylish suitcases that ‘would last a lifetime’, she was done. When, at the end of the week, her mother announced ‘just one last trip to the store’, Lilou shook her head. Sitting at the kitchen table, Lilou put her fork down.

      “No, please, Maman, I can’t take it anymore!” Lilou knew she sounded ungrateful. The week that she’d spent in the company of her mother had done wonders for her self-esteem, and had eased her suffering over Gary’s nuptials.

      “Lilou, just one more trip! You are flying out tomorrow!”

      “I can’t do this anymore, please!” Lilou begged.

      “Lilou, you are absolutely coming to the store. We need to try on that yellow dress. They were supposed to change the zipper. Don’t you remember?” Katrine sighed. “I don’t understand why I care more about your outfits than you do! You are the one who needs to worry about these things. Don’t you care about your looks?”

      With her mother’s question, it was as if the world had stopped. Do I care about my looks? Now that the question was asked of her, she did not have an answer.

      “I, I don’t know,” Lilou mumbled and felt her cheeks turn red. Do I care? She definitely wanted to look good and to be attractive, but she always assumed that her looks were too plain for that. It was her inner beauty that would shine and then the right person would appreciate it. And that one person would be Gary, her one true love. Gary was the one who’d noticed her, who’d see through her mousy exterior. She had been so lucky as to find him early on, so Lilou did not have to look attractive to other men. But now that Gary was getting married to the treacherous Sammy, Lilou no longer knew what to do.

      “Well, I think you do! And I can help you improve your appearance. I should have done it a long time ago, I really should have.” Katrine sighed again and her face took on a regretful expression. “But it was all those books you were reading, and then Marianne ran away, and I just was so depressed. I am sorry.” Her mother’s hand shook slightly, as she poured herself coffee spilling a little on table.

      “I am sorry too, Maman.” Not knowing how to react to her mother’s words, Lilou apologized back, and rushed to wipe the spilled coffee with a napkin.

      “Maybe now I can make it up to you. I can show you how to use Mary Kay, and the clothes. I think you’ll be alright. And I have to tell you one more thing, umm,” Katrine cleared her throat and looked away. “You will be meeting with Grand-mère. I must warn you, Lilou, be careful with your grandmother. Don’t fall under her influence.”

      “What do you mean?” Lilou stared. Her mother’s voice had a note of urgency, something more than just a warning. As if real danger lay ahead.

      “How can I put it?” Katrine averted her gaze and stared blankly at the cup of coffee. “You see, your grandmother is an unusual person. You’ll see for yourself. She can be very charming, very convincing, and you just have to know where to draw the line.”

      “The line?” Lilou felt a lump form in her throat. Even a trip to France, which she’d finally started to view as a respite from her suffering, might have its own pitfalls in the form of her grandmother.

      “I am confident that you’ll be fine. You have your head on your shoulders, you are a smart girl, and you are twenty years old! Just use your judgment, you can tell right from wrong! I am just worried for nothing.” Katrine rambled on, as if speaking would dilute the gravity of her words.

      “Don’t worry, Maman.” Lilou forced a smile, feeling shivers run down her spine.

      “Very good, very good, so this evening I am going to show you a few Mary Kay creams and teach you how to apply make-up.” Katrine gave her daughter a gentle squeeze.

      That very evening, Katrine sat Lilou down in front of the vanity in the master bathroom and for three hours lectured her daughter on various creams, lotions, their applications, color combinations for make-up, lipstick, eyeshadow, and mascara. Lilou tried to take notes, but her mother laughed at her attempts, telling Lilou that, “Beauty has to be felt, not learned”.

      By the end of the evening, Lilou felt tired and confused. The only thing she remembered was that if one wore bright lipstick, then the eyes should be ‘muted’ and vice versa. Katrine supplied Lilou with creams and lotions for the trip to France, and then bags of gifts for Grand-mère Régine, Auntie Monique, and her cousin Aline, about whose existence Lilou had learned only a week prior.

      The following morning, on the way to the airport, the Kellehers drove in silence. Lilou sat in the back of the car, battling exhaustion. She had not slept the previous night, anxious about the trip. Every time she thought of her mother’s warnings about Grand-mère Régine, Lilou felt a knot form in her stomach. And then there was the advice about using make-up, the tiny jars in her suitcase, and the fact that right before they left the house, Katrine pulled her aside and applied eye cream, toner, a lotion, and eyeliner. Lilou stared at the reflection in the mirror and could barely recognize herself.

      Am I better than Sammy? If Gary saw me now, would he like me? Lilou wondered. She liked how the eyeliner made her eyes seem big and mysterious. Her cheekbones seemed more prominent and that pleased her, too. But all this doesn’t matter. It’s too late, Lilou thought ruefully.

      As they neared the airport, Lilou noticed her father looking at her in the rear-view mirror and frowning. Lilou averted her gaze and stared out the window. After they parked, both of her parents accompanied Lilou to the gate.

      Her father walked up next to her. “Lilou, princess, please, don’t forget. You’ll have a great time.” His words seemed distant and strange.

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Promise me you’ll forget all about Pittsburgh and enjoy France, princess.”

      “Okay, Daddy.” Lilou rubbed her temples, suddenly feeling like she was about to collapse. “Daddy, I need to use the bathroom,” Lilou mumbled. As she walked off, she overheard her father’s concerned voice:

      “Katrine, what’s happening? She can’t go like this!”

      And her mother’s muffled response: “It was your idea!”
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      Lilou barely remembered the flight to Paris. She tried to sleep, but as soon as she closed her eyes, she saw Gary’s face. Only it wasn’t the same Gary from her dreams. The new version mocked her. Not the kind and considerate neighbor, the love of her life, her future husband, but a monster with sharp teeth and claws. He wasn’t alone. A smaller, but a very similar, monster appeared beside him. It was Sammy. Rather than the ponytail, she had horns on her head, and hands equipped with sharp claws, like a tiger. The two of them laughed and mocked Lilou, and then produced a paper, holding it in their clawed paws. It was a wedding invitation. “Come and join us, Lilou,” they said in unison and guffawed.

      The smaller monster wrapped itself in a veil. Only the horns on top of its head tore through the muslin. Noticing the tear, the monster roared, showing its fangs, and yelled obscenities at Lilou, calling her names and blaming her for the ruined veil. It reached its claws to grab. Lilou screamed, pushed Sammy-the-monster out of the way, and immediately woke up.

      Leaning against the window, Lilou clutched the thin airplane blanket for safety. I am not going to make it, a frightening thought flashed through her mind. Longing tugged at her for the safety of her bedroom, her bed, the familiar walls of her home. She spoke to no one on the flight, drank the water that the stewardess gave her in one gulp, but did not eat, staring at the tray in front of her blankly until it was taken away. Life had no meaning. Her mother’s sudden interest, the make-up, the reassuring words from her father, all of that was useless, as Lilou stared into the abyss of life without Gary.

      She wished for the plane to crash into the ocean. That will be quick and easy, and I won’t feel a thing, she contemplated, as she noticed the white, fluffy clouds underneath. Noticing a small girl walking down the aisle with her mother, Lilou smiled at them and felt guilty at having those thoughts. Meanwhile, the plane steadily continued its journey and the quiet murmur of the engine indicated a smooth flight. Despair filled her mind as she tried to find an escape from a life without Gary. He chose someone else. I am a total nobody, worthless. No one loves me, Lilou agonized, as she looked out the window.

      Occupied by grim thoughts, she had not even for a second considered what would happen after the flight, whether she would find her grandparents in the crowd, how they would even recognize each other, or how she would get around Paris once she landed. When it was time to disembark, Lilou did so reluctantly. She walked off the plane and froze, not sure what to do next. A man in a business suit bumped into her, grumbled and walked off without an apology. The incident forced her to move, and she followed the crowd to passport control. Once she’d managed that, she collected her luggage. Moving through the airport in a daze, she followed the other passengers.

      Thinking of how long it would take to exchange her ticket to return home, she froze in place. That’s when she noticed a small old woman in a black trench coat. The woman’s head was covered with a light scarf, and she was gesticulating as she made her way towards Lilou. Before Lilou could understand what was happening, the woman yelped: “Ma petite!” and threw herself on Lilou, hugging her with bony arms. “My granddaughter! I’ve been waiting to meet you for over twenty years! Let me take a look at you!” The woman stepped back, gave Lilou a quick glance over, smiled, kissed her three times on the cheek as was customary in France, then hugged her again.

      “Bonjour, Grand-mère,” Lilou said uncertainly, feeling her cheeks turn beet red. In response, her grandmother’s eyes filled with tears and she hugged even tighter.

      “My sweet girl! You must be exhausted. Let’s get your things and get you home. You need to relax!” The tiny old woman grabbed Lilou under the elbow and dragged her towards the exit.

      Lilou followed, despite wanting only one thing – to run back on the plane and disappear forever. Her grandmother maneuvered aptly through the crowd, and Lilou walked behind, feeling as if she were floating. Wearing elegant heels and stockings with tiny arrows, Grand-mère’s legs looked like those of a much younger woman.

      That’s where Maman learned her style, Lilou gathered and immediately felt sad that she had not inherited any of that elegance. I am truly a gray mouse. No one will ever love me. Lilou remembered the horned Sammy from her nightmares on the plane, and, despite herself, smiled at the torn veil of her nemesis. Revenge, even imaginary, felt sweet.

      Régine stopped suddenly, and Lilou almost bumped into the old woman. They were out of the airport building and the grandmother whirled her head around, scanning her surroundings.

      “Guillaume should be here somewhere,” Régine noted absentmindedly. “It’s so easy to get lost here! It’s maddening, just impossible for a normal person to get their bearings. As if the airport had been built by a madman!” The old woman giggled. She craned her neck, trying to see, and reminded Lilou of a flamingo, so thin were her legs and so long her neck.

      “A! Voilà! I see him!” Régine pointed to a beige car moving slowly in their direction.

      The car stopped right in front of them, and, when the driver’s door opened, Lilou saw a tall man wearing a fedora. His appearance left no doubt in her mind that they were related – his face was a replica of her mother’s. The same pointed nose, bright eyes, and even the texture of the gray hair sticking out from under the hat looked exactly like her mother’s blonde curls. Lilou froze in amazement as she stared at the man.

      Seeing Lilou’s reaction, her grandmother let out a giggle. “Lilou, chérie, don’t be afraid. They do look alike, and there is an explanation for that!” Régine leaned into Lilou and whispered conspiratorially right into her ear. Lilou tried hard to understand her grandmother’s rapid French, which was so unlike the everyday French speech she’d learned from her mother.

      “You see, chouchou, your mother was conceived before marriage,” Régine laughed, “we just couldn’t control our passion, of course, but our little Katrine made sure your grand-père had no doubt as to his paternity. The second she was born, he was sure it was his progeny and, of course, we got married. Et voilà, now, forty-five years later, here we are!” Grandmother Régine adjusted her headscarf and coquettishly produced lipstick from her purse. She applied it with care, checking herself in a tiny pocket mirror.

      Lilou’s grandfather grunted as he waited. The second her grandmother put away her lipstick, he opened the trunk and, without saying a word, put Lilou’s suitcase there. Lilou knew the suitcase was heavy – her mother had crammed it with Mary Kay cosmetics, but her grandfather lifted it with ease. Then he opened the passenger door for his wife, who fluttered into the seat, and, with a nod, opened the back door for Lilou.

      “Hope your flight went well,” the old man said. His voice was gruff and low. He twirled his mustache and reminded Lilou of Captain Haddock from the Tintin comics her mother adored and her father disliked. Lilou nodded and got into the car. The motor rumbled and they took off.

      Within minutes, they were riding through the countryside. Lilou stared out the window, mesmerized. This was not at all the France that she’d imagined – no Eiffel Tower, no Louvre. Instead, she saw a forest, fields, winding roads. She’d never imagined France beyond images of Paris and did not know what to expect. The only thing she’d learned from her mother was that France was the standard of perfection, and that everything was better here. The food tasted better, the women dressed better, the houses were cozier. But what that perfection was like in reality, Lilou never imagined. Now, in the company of her grandparents, she found that France looked nice, but was not anything special.

      Suddenly, Lilou remembered her mother’s warnings about being careful with Grand-mère Régine. The old woman sitting in front appeared completely harmless. I really don’t know what Maman was talking about, Lilou thought and sighed.

      As if reading her mind, Régine said, “I am so glad that Katrine finally let you come and see us!” She rolled down the window and the wind ruffled Lilou’s hair. “I just love the fresh air!” Lilou could barely hear her grandmother’s words, but she nodded, showing agreement. “I so wish Marianne could also come and see us! How is she doing?” Régine turned back. Lilou froze, not sure how to respond. Doesn’t she know about the commune? About California? She opened her mouth to speak, but her grandmother continued: “I guess she can’t leave California for now. Well, that poor girl, I so wish things work out for her.” I guess Mother talks to Grand-mère? What does grandmother know about me? Lilou stayed silent while her grandfather grunted in response.

      “Of course, since this is your first time here, everything is new. You’ll see our little town. Roissy. We live in a magical place, we really do,” Grand-mère chuckled, “but pretty soon our idyll will be disrupted, they are about to open an airport right under our noses. Life will change. I hear it’s supposed to be the biggest airport in the world. Of course, I should have known, a place like Roissy. It’s a portal, such powerful energy.” Régine shook her head. “And you’ll see, we have everything one would need: the woods, a castle, nature, all in one place. Spectacular. Once you relax a little, we’ll go to the woods, explore the forest.”

      “The forest?” Lilou opened her eyes wide in astonishment. Why would I want to see the forest? 

      “Yes, of course, the forest is amazing. Ours is small, but a great place to recharge!” Grand-mère noted with a smile while her husband hummed in response. “Guillaume doesn’t approve of my hobbies,” Régine laughed. “But at least he doesn’t prevent me from visiting the forest and going there alone. I get up early every morning and head for the woods. Doesn’t matter what the weather is like. Every day! I’ve been doing this for the last forty years, so he is used to it by now.” Régine touched her husband’s shoulder. “I don’t know whether Katrine mentioned, I collect herbs for my healing work.”

      “No,” Lilou responded. She felt the tips of her fingers grow cold. What do I say? What kind of healing is she talking about? Maybe I didn’t understand what she was saying. Thoughts whirred in her mind.

      “I am a healer. Natural healing, herbs, potions, various salves. I help people.” The old woman turned to Lilou annunciating carefully, as if she had been reading Lilou’s mind and knew exactly the doubts that were flashing through her granddaughter’s mind about the ability to understand French.

      “Your grandmother is a witch,” Grandfather announced. Thinking his words a joke, Lilou chuckled, but her grandmother nodded in agreement.

      “Yes, that’s right. I am. I don’t like to use that word to classify my profession, and of course, people are fearful once you tell them you are a witch. My goal is to help people, not frighten them. I am a good witch,” Grandmother Régine’s eyes sparkled. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.” The old woman winked at her granddaughter and turned to look at the road ahead.
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