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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?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          THE BEGINNING

        

      

    

    
      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 of 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 gave 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          MARY KAY

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          GARY BLACKLIN

        

      

    

    
      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.
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