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            Chapter 1

          

          LOVE AND MARRIAGE

        

      

    

    
      It’s definitely possible to have it all. My life is perfect, Lilou thought on her drive home from work on Friday, December 23rd, 1994.

      She kept to the speed limit, despite being eager to get to her family. She felt positively buoyant, anticipating her long-awaited Christmas break. Her marriage to Gary Blacklin, the love of her life, was now in its eighteenth year. They were raising their two teen boys, Nick and Ryan together. Lilou and Gary both had fulfilling careers: Lilou worked at the best accounting firm in Pittsburgh, Pedersen Accountants, while Gary was a police officer. And to top it off, they lived in a lovely Pittsburgh neighborhood, Shadyside, mere blocks from where Lilou grew up.

      Just perfect, Lilou repeated, tapping the steering wheel and smiling to herself.

      “The Sign” by Ace of Base came on the radio and she turned it up. Never a big pop fan, she suddenly felt compelled to sing along. Still humming, “I saw the sign” she entered her house. The phone rang the second she opened the front door. Lilou put her briefcase down and rushed to answer it.

      “Merry Christmas!” She heard a man’s voice yelling into the receiver. Lilou raised her eyebrows, recognizing her colleague Donald, or Donny, as everyone called him. A call from him was unexpected: they never interacted outside of work.

      “Merry Christmas,” Lilou responded hesitantly.

      “Glad I caught ya at home. Are you staying in town for the holidays?” he asked casually.

      When Donny first started at Pedersen, ten years prior, she’d mentored him and had even taken him under her wing. She quickly found he did not have an eye for detail, and that his work had to be double checked every time. Despite all that, he rose fast at Pedersen. What had taken Lilou nearly twenty years to accomplish, he achieved in half the time, making it to principal only two years after her, in 1992.

      Unlike her, Donny was invited to play golf with the company bosses, and more than once she heard him speak with the other men in the office about tee-time, caddies, aces, birdies, and other terms she could barely understand.

      “Listen, Linda, I am real sorry, but the wife and I, we’re at Seven Springs already, got a family ski vacation, kids are excited. And I just remembered that audit. Would you mind finishing it for me? It’s due on the 31st.”

      “Okay.” Lilou’s mouth gaped open, as she realized she had just agreed to do Donny a favor and committed to working over Christmas break.

      “I owe you one, Linda! The files are on my desk.” Donny hung up and Lilou was left standing by the telephone, blinking fast, suddenly feeling on the verge of tears.

      She’d been looking forward to a full week off, and now that dream was over. Her break was off to a rocky start.
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        * * *

      

      Lilou, her husband Gary, and their two boys spent Christmas Eve at her parents’ house, as they had done every year. The two families lived mere blocks apart, and Lilou’s parents regularly watched their two boys. That evening, Gary chatted with Lilou’s father, Michael Kelleher in the living room over glasses of Bourbon, Gary’s favorite. Lilou paid them little mind: she focused all her energy on her mother, who was contemplating quitting Mary Kay after an illustrious, twenty-five year career. The second she’d stepped into the kitchen to help with the food, her mother opened what felt like a barrage of complaints.

      “I am just so tired,” Katrine cried out, while slipping on an oven mitt. The other hand was on her hip, her pose belligerent. “It’s so much pressure. Sales, events, recruiting clients. I’d like to take a bit of time off, but I just can’t stop.” Her mother opened the oven and the sweet aroma of a freshly baked cake filled the kitchen. Katrine took the cake out and placed it on a trivet, while Lilou froze in place, trying to determine whether it had been baked because of Christmas or because her mother was in a bad mood. Katrine was known to bake mostly to calm her nerves. Growing up, every time Katrine started baking, Lilou and her father stayed out of the way.

      “But Maman, you love it, don’t you?” Lilou said hesitantly, though secretly pleased to have been asked for advice. Lilou had been doing her mother’s accounting for all but the first year in the twenty-five years Katrine Kelleher had been a Mary Kay consultant. It was thanks to Mary Kay that Lilou had discovered her passion for accounting in the first place.

      “Of course I do. But I wish I could take a break, maybe a few months?” Katrine shrugged and reached for a knife to slice the cake. Watching her mother’s precise movements, Lilou frowned. The topic of taking a break from work reminded Lilou of Donny and her ruined Christmas vacation.

      She had been at the same firm, Pedersen Accountants, for over twenty years and was proud of her achievement. Her job defined her. When, in 1974, she first joined the firm, she was the first woman accountant in the Pittsburgh office. She passed her CPA on the first try, impressing everyone, including Larry Coleman, her father’s friend who’d been her mentor and the inspiration behind her becoming an accountant. The two men went for a drink to celebrate Lilou’s achievement.

      Lilou could still remember overhearing their conversation and Larry’s assessment of her as ‘real bright’. She loved being the ‘bright’ woman accountant and never took any praise for granted. She worked hard and her effort paid off. After all, she was a simple Pittsburgh girl who, through hard work and some luck, became the first woman accountant at a global conglomerate.

      She got her first promotion quickly, and two years later was already an associate. Three years later, in 1979, she made it to manager and Lilou was ecstatic. Sure, she’d worked hard and had earned the promotion, but until she got it, she hadn’t been sure it would actually happen. With the promotion, she yet again became a trailblazer, becoming the first woman manager at the firm! The very first one.

      She’d succeeded even though her oldest, Nick, was just a toddler. She’d sacrificed so much, putting in long hours in the office, while desperately wanting to be next to her son, to play with him and to coo to him. The struggle to balance it all was what she remembered most from the first few years of her son’s life. No matter how hard she worked, how efficient she got, she still found herself sitting in the office in the late afternoons, checking the time, her eyes flicking to Nick’s baby photo that stood on her desk, and feeling her stomach flip. The shame she felt while sneaking out of the office to make it home on time to give baby Nick a bath and tuck him into bed gnawed at her, and she stayed up late working long into the night after Nick was asleep.

      It was the perpetual feeling of guilt that drove her. Working long hours made her feel guilty about leaving Nick at home, and if she ever took a sick day and stayed home, she felt guilty about not being in the office and working hard enough. And then, she got pregnant with Ryan. After she had her second son, she couldn’t possibly compete with the men in the office. Several years after working as a manager, she still hadn’t made principal, as the men in her office did, Lilou was not surprised. With two toddlers at home, who would ever expect to be promoted?

      All of her time at Pedersen had blurred together, but one day stood out. Ryan had just started Kindergarten, and she was on pins and needles all week, checking in on her youngest, worried about his adjustment to school. She remembered walking out of the office late one evening, carrying a briefcase bursting with papers so she could work after dinner at home. At the reception, several of her male colleagues were assembling, about to go to a bar to celebrate a promotion of some new guy. Lilou smiled at the group through gritted teeth and continued to the car. At home, she found Ryan in tears, sitting up in bed in his pajamas despite the late hour. After hugging and consoling him, she asked:

      “What have you learned today, sweetheart?”

      “I learned to be a good boy and to wait for Mommy,” Ryan responded, his words cutting like a knife.

      Now, smelling the cake and listening to her mother’s ruminations about Mary Kay, Lilou sighed, remembering Donny and his files. I wish I could take a break, Lilou thought ruefully.

      Later that evening, walking back from her parents’ with her husband and children by her side, Lilou was quiet. She had not shared the news of the audit she had to do for Donny with Gary. Her husband was never one to get into details about her job responsibilities, and she’d gotten used to keeping things to herself over the years.

      Once back at home, Ryan and Nick went to bed quickly in anticipation of getting up early the following morning to find presents. Lilou wrapped the gifts for the children and placed them under the tree, while Gary watched TV. Some time ago, she and Gary had agreed to stop exchanging gifts on Christmas. Lilou appreciated the practicality of this decision.

      The question of money and differences in their salaries came up once a year, on April 15th, when tax returns were due to the IRS. Lilou always did their taxes as early as possible, in February, mindful of her own work load as an accountant. March and the first part of April were incredibly busy for her. But Gary refused to file ahead of the deadline and insisted on mailing the return on the very last day. “I’m in no rush!” Gary said every single year, delaying his signature on the joint tax return.

      Gary was in perpetual debt. At first, paying Sammy, his ex-wife, alimony, then paying off his credit cards, various car loans, and cash advances. Lilou was the one with no debts, other than the mortgage on their home. She bought it right before they got married, and the mortgage was initially in her name. And though Gary’s name was added to the title and the mortgage later, she continued to pay for the mortgage out of her own bank account. If there were any repairs or other household expenses, she paid for that too. Initially, she expected things to change, but that never happened. Once or twice Lilou brought up the subject, but the conversation caused Gary to grumble about his low salary, the under-appreciated police force, that he was a mere public servant, while she was a ‘capitalist’. So Lilou paid: for their groceries, insurance, her car expenses, children’s activities, clothes, vacations. Poor Gary struggles, Lilou reassured herself, and never complained.

      She kissed her husband goodnight and went to bed, knowing she would be asleep before he crawled into bed with her. Lilou was used to not waiting up for him.

      When she got up the following morning, Gary wasn’t lying next to her. Lilou felt a knot form in her stomach. Gary isn’t on call today. He told me he wouldn’t work on Christmas Day, she thought as she got dressed and walked into the kitchen. It was still early, just barely after six-thirty. Lilou checked the living room, noticed the neatly wrapped presents sitting under the tree, and went back to the kitchen to turn the coffee machine on. There was no sign of her husband.

      Gary appeared a few minutes later, walking in from the cold, just before seven.

      “I went for a run,” he mumbled, his cheeks ruddy, as he walked past Lilou and rushed upstairs.

      “Merry Christmas,” Lilou called after him, but did not hear a reply.

      Moments later, she heard the sound of running water: Gary was taking a shower. Almost immediately, the boys woke up and came tumbling down the stairs.

      “Merry Christmas, Mom!” they said in unison.

      “Merry Christmas!” Lilou smiled at them. The tension she felt over the strange exchange with Gary dissipated the second she saw Nick and Ryan. Seeing her two boys opening their Christmas presents was her favorite part of the holiday. The gift opening followed, with Gary, freshly showered and shaved, appearing downstairs.

      An hour later, Lilou was drinking coffee at the kitchen island, congratulating herself on installing it during a kitchen remodel project she’d undertaken the previous summer. Through the archway, she watched her sons in a blissful, if tired, state. Nick and Ryan were both excited about their new Sega Genesis console. Lilou had initially opposed the gift, but now, seeing the boys playing together, admitted to herself that she didn’t mind the fact that this was the least educational gift they had gotten them in years.

      She poured Carnation coffee creamer into her cup and leaned closer to revel in the delicious smell. Christmas is a nice holiday, Lilou thought, throwing a look of approval at her sons, still busy with their new game console. So glad Gary doesn’t have to work today. She checked the time and decided she could pop into the office to pick up Donald’s files and then enjoy the rest of the day with the family.

      “Would you like some coffee, honey?” Lilou looked up at Gary, who had just walked into the kitchen.

      “Do you have anything to say to me?” Gary narrowed his eyes. His voice sounded steely, and Lilou looked up in surprise.

      “About what?” Lilou swallowed hard. She’d come to know the expression on her husband’s face.

      Gary pursed his lips and wrinkled his forehead just so to indicate he’d been offended.

      “Didn’t you hear what your father said to me last night?”

      “No, honey.” Lilou shook her head. The tips of her fingers grew cold, the feeling of impending doom spreading over her whole being.

      “He thinks the police are wasting the city’s budget. Shouldn’t you, being an accountant and all, have an opinion on the subject?” Gary snarled.

      “I didn’t hear,” Lilou said in a near whisper. She tried to make her voice sound gentle and kind.

      “You didn’t hear? How convenient!” Gary yelped. He crossed his arms and stared at Lilou with his unblinking eyes.

      “I am sure Daddy didn’t mean it,” Lilou mumbled. Right away, she knew it was the wrong thing to say. But it was too late.

      His face turned beet red. “Daddy didn’t mean it?” her husband mocked. “You and your daddy. Of course, Daddy could do nothing wrong!” He walked up to her, his face, twisted in anger, hovering over her and she instinctively pulled back. Gary had never been violent with her, but he looked terrifying. “I will not tolerate this again! Your father cannot treat me this way in your presence! I am your husband!” He spat out the last word. “You think I’m a nobody. You and your father both. I know I never served in the military, but I would think putting my ass on the line as a police officer would count for something!”

      She held her breath.

      The boys had grown silent in the living room, and she knew they were listening. She wanted to disappear.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      “I am sorry.” Lilou rose from her seat at the kitchen island, and tried to hug Gary, but he pushed her away.

      “Don’t. I don’t need any of your pathetic lies.” He spat out. “I know your whole family looks down on me. I’ve known it for a long time. But I could never imagine that you, my wife, would ever side with them. What an insult? Right on Christmas Eve. And in front of the boys!”

      Despite all odds, Lilou felt a glimmer of hope. Gary was answering her, and it meant he hadn’t yet fully shut down. It was the silent treatment, the withdrawal that she feared the most.

      “Gary, honey, I don’t think the children heard. I mean, I wasn’t there, but I think they were doing their own thing?”

      “Everything is your fault, only you. If it weren’t for you, your father wouldn’t have dared to talk to me like that. I risk my life every day for this city. For Pittsburgh! The Steel City!” Gary’s jaw moved, as if he were chewing a tough piece of meat.

      “Yes, dear,” Lilou said in her most obsequious voice. She reached for her husband and stroked his shoulder. Gary pushed Lilou’s hand away in disgust and gave her a contemptuous look, as he headed to the living room. There, he plopped on the couch. Nick and Ryan abandoned the game console and disappeared, while Gary flipped the TV on. Without saying a word, he stared at the screen, not paying attention to what seemed like a random channel.

      Lilou followed Gary into the living room, and, seeing the stony expression on his face, shuddered at the thought of her husband giving her the silent treatment over the holidays. Finishing an audit was bad enough.

      “Honey, I just have to pop into Pedersen for a few minutes to grab some files, I’ll be back before lunch,” Lilou said, doing her best to keep calm. She didn’t wait for him to answer, knowing he would not react, and rushed upstairs. She hated sitting still, hated the inaction. Only minutes later, she was in the car, driving along the cold streets of Pittsburgh. She had miscalculated Gary’s anger. And had no one to blame but herself.

      Work took less than a half hour and she got back on the road. Pressing down the front door handle, she walked into the house expecting mayhem from the boys. But the house stood in silence. The boys must have gone to see my parents. Gary was nowhere in sight.
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        * * *

      

      When he finally came back home late that evening, he was no longer speaking to her. Gary stayed silent the whole week between Christmas and New Year.

      Gary did not react to her greetings, as he drank the coffee Lilou prepared for him every morning. She left it sitting on the kitchen counter in his favorite mug, which, Lilou hoped, would make him forgive her.

      Her efforts were in vain. He stayed silent during the day, sitting mutely in front of the TV. Still silent in the evenings, when they sat down to dinner, and the children enthusiastically shared their plans for the rest of the vacation. After dinner he was also silent, watching more TV as Lilou tidied up the kitchen. If she sat next to her husband, he defiantly moved to the opposite end of the couch and turned off the television. It took all of her patience and self-reserve to stay calm.

      At night, he slept on the couch, snoring loudly, and then grumbled to himself the following day about his aching back and the lack of proper rest. He could have easily slept in a proper bed in one of the guest rooms that stood empty, but, Lilou suspected, he preferred the couch to remain in plain sight of the whole family.

      “I don’t have a home, I’m a guest here, worse than a guest, I’m forced to sleep on the couch. A dog lives better than me, at least it has its own corner. And me? Nobody appreciates me,” Gary complained, mumbling to himself from the couch, but loudly enough so Lilou would hear him. He wasn’t expecting an answer. His groans were like a running commentary, making his suffering known to the world.

      Lilou patiently waited.

      Time passed. Christmas break ended, the kids went back to school. She knew Gary just needed a bit of time, and then he would get over his anger and their relationship would improve.

      How did I miss my father’s attack on poor Gary? Lilou racked her brain a month after the Christmas Eve incident. It’s my own fault my husband still isn’t speaking to me. I was not sensitive enough. I should have been kinder. Just a little longer and Gary will be over it.

      January passed in a blur. Lilou was busy at work, gearing up for tax season, college applications were due and she was helping Nick with the submissions.

      But soon it will be Valentine’s day! Lilou was sure Gary’s behavior would change right in time for the most romantic day of the year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          VALENTINE’S DAY

        

      

    

    
      Lilou considered the day she received Gary Blacklin’s marriage proposal, December 3rd, 1976, to be the most important day for the two of them as man and wife. It had made her love for Gary real and had proven her right. She and Gary were meant to be together. Lilou decided this the first time she laid her eyes on Gary. The day his family moved into the house across the street. And Gary’s proposal confirmed that. Lilou marked December 3rd on her own, in secret. It was her own special holiday.

      After December 3rd, the next most important milestone in her relationship with Gary was Valentine’s day. It was Gary who considered the day important, and she learned to also appreciate its significance because each year, on February 14th, without fail, her husband presented her with a dozen red roses and a card.

      She counted the days that Gary had not spoken to her, one by one. 51 days between Christmas Day and Valentine’s. 1224 hours. Compared to the time they had been married, almost eighteen years, this was nothing.

      Lilou sent the boys to her parents’ after school, so that she and Gary could have time alone. I am sure he will start speaking with me on Valentine’s day. At last, we can have some time together. Poor Gary is just starving for attention. His behavior is a cry for help. He wants me to be a sweet, caring wife. How did I not figure this out earlier?

      In anticipation of a wonderful evening, Lilou merrily got ready for work, getting out of bed, as usual, at 5:30am. She’d been keeping the same schedule for years now, and enjoyed sitting in the kitchen alone in the quiet dawn hours before heading to the office. She wrote Gary a note and left it on the kitchen counter, letting him know that she’ll be preparing dinner for them and asking him to be home by six that evening. Gary was always punctual.

      Lilou knew Gary would see the note, because she left it next to the cup of coffee that she’d prepared for him, just like she did every morning. She signed the note with an XOXO. She’d never done that before, but decided this was a special occasion that merited an extra level of cuteness.

      Gary was still snoring on the couch when she left for work at 6:15am. Lilou threw a loving glance at her husband and quietly closed the front door behind her. Her good mood lasted throughout the workday.

      “Wow, Jacqui, your nails look amazing!” Lilou gasped when she saw the receptionist making coffee in the break room. She and Jacqui were usually the first ones in the office, and that day was no different. The girl looked just barely old enough to be out of high school, but was already married and considered herself to be an expert in all things fashion.

      “Mrs. Blacklin, I found this amazing little salon!” Jacqui opened her eyes wide, making her face look doll like. “You should try it out. They are amazing. The owner just moved from New York City! The quality is fantastic!” Jacqui extended her slender hand to Lilou to demonstrate. Jacqui’s engagement ring glinted in the dim light.

      The story of how Jacqui got the engagement ring of her dreams after lusting over it at Kay Jewelers for years flashed through Lilou’s mind.

      “Look at the cuticles. They did an amazing job.” The girl examined her own nails while Lilou nodded in agreement.

      “Your manicure looks great,” Lilou noted. “I wish I had the time to get one, too.”

      “Mrs. Blacklin, the salon is right down the street. You can visit them during lunch!” There was a twinkle in Jacqui’s eyes.

      “Thank you, Jacqui, I don’t really know.” Lilou gave the receptionist a kind smile and poured herself a cup of coffee. She walked back to her office, forgetting about the manicure. She worked with no interruptions for over two hours, and was surprised when Jacqui appeared in her office shortly after ten and announced in a whisper:

      “Mrs. Blacklin, I got you an appointment. Exactly at noon. It’s with Vivian, the owner. She agreed to do me a favor, okay?”

      “An appointment? Where?”

      “The manicure. She’ll give you one right at noon.” Jacqui looked so eager to please her, so happy and excited about booking the appointment, that Lilou breathed out her response.

      “Thank you, Jacqui. I appreciate it.”

      Leaving the tiny salon later that afternoon, her fingernails painted a soft shade of pink, Lilou felt good. Gary will approve of this color, she thought, as she got into the elevator in her building. Although she wanted bright red nails like Jacqui’s, that was risky. Her husband didn’t like bright colors. She rarely wore make-up and most of Lilou’s clothes came from Talbots, where she bought sensible suits in dark colors, preferably black or dark gray, so that was rarely an issue.

      Once, when Marianne took her to New York City to see Cats on Broadway, Lilou strayed: she bought red leather boots with cute heels. She wore them the whole weekend while in New York and felt amazingly stylish. The boots were not only beautiful; they were also remarkably comfortable. As soon as she returned to Pittsburgh, and Gary saw them, he curled his lips in a contemptuous smile:

      “Why are you wearing hooves?” he asked.

      “These are my new boots,” Lilou explained, genuinely surprised at his reaction.

      “They just look like hooves. Didn’t they have anything classy in New York City?”

      Gary raised his eyebrows.

      With a sigh, Lilou took off the boots and stuffed them in the farthest corner of the closet never to wear them again. They were buried there, behind the box of letters she’d received from her grandmother the year after her trip to France. And though Lilou had long ago stopped writing to Grand-mère, she had kept the letters. From time to time, the box would, as if by magic, nudge into the open, and Lilou would steadfastly shove it right back in.
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        * * *

      

      The manicure that Lilou unexpectedly got during her lunch break inspired her to dress up for dinner that evening. Upon returning home, she found a champagne pink blouse. She had a vague recollection of buying it on sale at Talbot’s several years prior. Unworn, the blouse still had tags attached and Lilou discovered it hanging in the most prominent spot in her closet, among the most heavily rotated work suits. This is cute. I should really pay more attention how I organize my closet. She thought. The blouse was sheer and perfectly emphasized her breasts, small, but still firm, despite two pregnancies.

      I am already in my fifth decade. Lilou sighed, as she examined herself in the mirror. She applied eyeliner and lipstick, then dabbed the lipstick, mindful for Gary’s preference for subdued tones. And then she put on the perfume, her favorite, Anais Anais by Cacharel. Lilou had been using the same perfume for over a decade, and she was proud that she had her own scent, to which she was beholden.

      The house was quiet as Lilou descended the stairs. The Blacklins lived in a magnificent mansion, built in the late nineteen hundreds, in a beautiful part of Pittsburgh, Shadyside, not far from her childhood home. Lilou loved her neighborhood, which she knew by heart. Their house had generous ceilings, a beautiful fireplace, a lovely garden, and, most of all, it had history. She could not imagine living anywhere else in Pittsburgh, or anywhere else in the United States, for that matter.

      Lilou noticed the reflection of the streetlights in the stained-glass windows. For a moment, she stood still, admiring the colors and then walked into the kitchen. The aroma of cooked beef filled the space. She checked the steak, prepared medium rare, just as Gary liked it. Lilou cut a tiny piece on the side and saw that it was bloody and red. A smile crossed her face.

      Gary will love it, she thought fondly.

      Then Lilou produced the liquor – a gorgeous bottle of Bourbon, with a ribbon tied around its neck, she had bought from a colleague, who’d traveled to Kentucky to get small-batch bourbon from a distillery. She knew Gary would appreciate it.

      Lilou sat down in her favorite spot at the kitchen island and examined the kitchen. The space looked festive. After adjusting her blouse, she decided to make a cup of tea.

      Marianne had been the one to introduce her to herbal teas, insisting that Celestial Seasonings was the cure to just about anything. After trying several flavors, Lilou discovered that the only one she could tolerate was the Red Zinger flavor. Stirring her tea and inhaling the zesty hibiscus flavor, Lilou checked the time. It was 5:45pm. Fifteen more minutes, and Gary will be home.

      She fidgeted on her stool. We are about to make up! At last!

      Lilou imagined Gary’s face lighting up when he saw the dinner she’d prepared. She would wait to give him the Bourbon. A grateful smile crossing his face. His kiss.

      Fifteen minutes went by. It was now exactly 6pm. She uncorked the red wine.

      Gary will have most of the bottle, and I will have a small glass, she decided.

      She checked the wine glasses, wiped them with a paper towel, then held them up against the light to make sure there were no streaks. Satisfied, she set them back down. The crystal sparkled. Lilou opened the oven and checked the meat’s temperature. A delicious smell filled the room. Lilou perked her ears, the sound of a motor rumbling outside.

      This must be Gary. She rushed to the front windows and peaked out onto the street. Nothing. A couple walked by. The woman had her hand in the back pocket of the man’s jeans. Lilou’s face drooped as she watched them then traipsed back to the kitchen.

      It was now a quarter after six. Despite working overtime and even weekends, Gary was never late. A knot formed in the pit of her stomach at the understanding that Gary would not be coming home for Valentine’s day. But that was impossible. I can’t handle more of this. The silence. The stonewalling.

      Her eyes landed on the telephone and the idea of calling her sister crossed her mind. Marianne was her only confidante, but Lilou did not dare share that Gary had been stonewalling her since Christmas with her sister. She knew that Marianne would not react kindly to this information and had long suspected her sister’s opinion of Gary to be unfair. It all started with the cow costume incident in 1993.

      For Halloween, Lilou planned, as usual, to dress as a witch. She’d been dressing as one ever since the boys were old enough to trick-or-treat, so for over ten years. The costume included a pointy hat, a black gown with a stitched black cat sewn on the front, and even a cauldron she’d put together herself, painting a basket black. The cat had an arched back and bright green eyes with silvery undertones.

      It took Lilou an entire week to find the right thread, and when she did, she knew the cat would be perfect. The eyes glimmered mystically in the moonlight and made Lilou wish she had a cat just like it in real life. The idea of dressing as a witch came to her suddenly one day, when she remembered her trip to France and her stay with her strange grandmother, Régine.

      Grand-mère, as she called her, hinted at being a witch, though Lilou initially dismissed that information as implausible. But then Lilou’s cousin, Aline, shared that their grandmother was a powerful witch and the whole family had witchcraft in their blood. Driven by the story, Lilou decided that a witch costume for Halloween was appropriate.

      But that Halloween, Gary decided to dress as a cowboy and insisted that Lilou dress as a cow to make his costume complete. Lilou was hesitant at first, but then thought it was cute, since they’d never done matching costumes before.

      “He got you what?” Marianne yelled into the receiver so loudly that Lilou had to hold it away from her ear, when she called her sister with the news.

      “A cow costume. It’s white with black spots, very cute, and there is an udder in the front. Pink with little frills. And Gary will be wearing a cowboy hat and boots. He special ordered them from some ranch in Colorado!”

      “An udder? Lilou, do you hear yourself? Are you out of your mind?” Marianne’s voice was shrill.

      “I think it’s cute,” Lilou responded, but felt the corners of her mouth droop. She threw a doubtful look at the cow costume, which was hanging on the chair in the dining room. The pink udder shone brightly in the afternoon light.

      “It’s not cute, it’s offensive,” Marianne insisted. “There is nothing cute about a cow udder. Believe me, I would know!” Marianne worked as a farmer, and under different circumstances Lilou would have laughed at the comment. But not that day.

      “I have to wear the cow suit, otherwise Gary will get upset. He wants us to wear matching outfits,” Lilou insisted, frowning now. She was glad Marianne could not see her face.

      “If he is going to be a cowboy, then you need to be a cowgirl. That’s matching costumes. A cow’s match is a bull,” Marianne announced, her voice steely. “Go ask him to get you a cowgirl costume for Halloween!”

      “Sure, I’ll do that,” Lilou lied. She had no intention of challenging Gary. That kind of a request would make her seem ungrateful and would surely offend her husband. And so, Lilou wore the cow outfit on Halloween, catching side eyes from her neighbors.

      That Halloween memory put her off sharing again with Marianne. Lilou steeled herself and turned away from the telephone. She treasured her life with Gary and had no intention of rocking the boat by bringing her sister’s firm beliefs into the equation. There was no reason to complain to her sister. My marriage is fine that way it is, and, after all, haven’t I married the love of my life? Lilou had seen a few episodes of the ‘Ricki Lake’ show and, compared to what happened in other couples’ lives, her marriage with Gary was a walk in the park.

      She checked the time. Tears welled up in her eyes. Lilou slumped on the chair, staring at the uncorked wine and the bottle of rare Bourbon. She took the tea bag out of the cup and dumped it in the sink.

      This, too, shall pass. Gary is a good man, decent, intelligent, committed. She consoled herself.

      She checked the time once more, cocking her head to the side, listening for any sounds outside. Nothing yet. She pursed her lips and headed upstairs to reapply her make-up. Lilou rarely wore make-up, despite a pile of Mary Kay cosmetics her mother had given her over the years.

      For a moment, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. She noticed several new wrinkles that had formed around her nose. She pulled the skin under her eyes down and stared at the pale bluish skin, shook her head half-indignantly and went back downstairs. Lilou went straight to the living room and sat in Gary’s spot on the couch.

      She flipped the TV on and right away Channel 11 evening news filled the living room. The announcer, eyes bulging, talked about a fire that had happened the night before, claiming the lives of three firefighters. Lilou’s mouth gaped open as she saw the terrible news.

      Is my Gary out there? But the fire happened right after midnight, and Gary was home this morning, so likely he wasn’t involved in the investigation, Lilou thought, her heart still racing. But where is Gary?

      She checked the time again, then walked to the kitchen. She opened the oven and felt the meat with the tips of her fingers. It was lukewarm to the touch. Lilou glanced at the bottle of wine and froze in place. There were two dirty streaks on one of the glasses. But I cleaned them earlier. She stared at the glass in horror. How did I miss those marks? Lilou shook her head, ashamed of her own carelessness.

      Gary hated dirty glasses, and a part of her was grateful that he hadn’t yet come home. Lilou rushed for a paper towel and wiped the glasses once more. She felt her stomach rumble. One more look at the cooked steak and she headed for the refrigerator. After she warmed up some leftover oatmeal from that morning, Lilou decided to read. She opened Tales of the City, but couldn’t focus. She checked the time again.

      Eight o’clock. Her hands trembling, she reached for the phone and thought of calling Gary at work, the last resort. But she resisted. Lilou felt tears well up in her eyes, her mouth drooping in disappointment, but she willed herself to stay calm.

      She headed upstairs to the bathroom. She sat in front of the vanity and removed her make-up, carefully, just like her mother had shown her. Then she stared at a jar standing in the corner. Lilou flipped it in her hands and saw that it was moisturizer. She vaguely remembered her mother instructing her to apply it at night, and, opening the jar, dabbed it on her forehead, cheeks, and neck. She then pulled at her skin and sighed.

      I look like a clown, Lilou thought, staring at her now glistening skin. Forty-two in April. Over the hill, just like Gary said, Lilou thought ruefully.

      Gary normally didn’t remember her birthday, but the day she turned forty, April 22th, 1993, Gary woke her up with a card that showed an ant crawling up a steep hill:

      “You’re over the hill now. Kinda like this guy.” He pointed at the card and noted with a smirk.

      Over the hill, she repeated to herself now with a sigh, then applied more cream, this time spreading it generously on her forehead. A thought crossed her mind. I should be more consistent with taking care of my face, But where do I find the time? She undressed and went straight to bed.

      The following morning, as Lilou tiptoed into the kitchen, ready for work, she found Gary snoring on the couch. In front of him was a half-drunk bottle of the rare Bourbon and a plate with the remnants of the steak.

      The ribbon from the bottle lay discarded on the floor.
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