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            ONE

         

         The primroses were blooming. If there was one thing Bridget would remember about that spring, it was the way they bloomed, small but proud and bright, like they were determined to show their happy faces even as winter’s gray lingered, making one last feeble attempt to overpower April’s promised sunshine.

         She stood on the back porch while people hovered inside her house, talking in hushed tones with somber faces. Her heels pinched at her toes, black shoes she’d bought and set on a shelf in her closet. Worn today, for the first time, shiny and tight and mean.

         She inhaled deep breaths of the crisp, fresh air. She’d always thought spring smelled like hope. Like promises of great things around the corner. In elementary school, her desk had sat by the wide crank windows at St. Gregory’s, and every spring, the breeze would drift into the room, riffle her papers and books, and tease her into going outside. As soon as the bell rang at the end of the day, Bridget would run for the door, eager for the long walk home that she dreaded when snow filled the streets. Today, the air didn’t smell like hope at all. Instead, it seemed too harsh, too angry.

         Good old-fashioned Catholic guilt, woven into the very fiber of her soul by countless Sundays spent whispering confessions to the shadowy outline of Father McBride, washed over Bridget. She should be inside, playing some kind of macabre hostess. Her mother and her sisters were expecting her, along with the other three dozen people milling around the three-bedroom bungalow with its cornflower-blue paint and crisp white shutters. She and Jim had bought it two years ago. They had still been in the process of fixing it up, about to start the kitchen demo next, when—

         Bridget turned back to the house, to the place where all her hopes still resided, clinging to some life raft of delusion. The half of her mind that kept saying everything was fine, that this was all some weirdly realistic dream.

         Her mother stood in front of the bay window. Colleen O’Bannon wore a stern expression like it was an accessory to her prim black dress. She motioned to Bridget, that expectant gesture that had brought her four daughters into line a thousand times before.

         The rope of muscles in Bridget’s chest tightened. She couldn’t go back in there. Not now. She slipped out of the shoes, setting them neatly side by side on the porch, then padded barefoot down the wooden steps. The last one creaked, bowing a bit under her weight.

         I have to remind Jim to fix that.

         But just as quickly as the thought occurred, it was chased by a second one.

         Jim can’t fix anything. He’s gone.

         Not just gone. Forever gone.

         That thought of forever was too big, too overwhelming, too much of a tsunami pushing at her. It made that rope inside her chest twist again and her heart skitter and her breath stop. She couldn’t even follow it by the word dead. Maybe she could make his death not real, if only she didn’t think about it, didn’t hear the doctor’s voice in her head. “He’s gone,” the doctor had said, and she’d been in such denial—not Jim, never Jim—that she’d said, “Gone where? And how? I have the car.” The doctor had given her that sad, sympathetic smile they probably learned in medical school and said a whole lot of things that culminated with dead.

         None of this was real. She was dreaming the whole thing. The accident, the hospital, the Quincy funeral home with the cloying flowers and the ugly mauve carpeting.

         Breathe, Bridget. Breathe. Instead, panic clamped a vise grip over her windpipe.

         Bridget charged across the lawn, barreling away from the house, the murmurs, the expectations, and toward the flowerbeds nestled beneath the mottled stone wall, the flowerbeds she had planted just a month ago, when it seemed like everything in her life was as perfect as it could be.

         “If we have a baby someday, he or she will see these every morning,” she’d told Jim. “They’re the perfect flowers to say good morning, don’t you think?”

         He’d chuckled. “I don’t think flowers can say anything.”

         “Aye, then you haven’t listened to my Irish grandmother,” Bridget had said. “The sabhaircin are magical. They protect against the fairies.”

         He’d knelt beside her in the dirt, scooping out the musty earth and gently nestling a tender primrose into the ground. “I thought fairies were a good thing. Like the fairy godmother in Cinderella.”

         “They are. But they’re also mischievous little things,” Bridget had said. “So people would lay a bouquet of primroses on their doorstep to keep the fairies from entering in the middle of the night and wreaking mayhem. The fairies love primroses, and if you grow them, it’s said that your house will be blessed and happy.”

         Jim had kissed her then, kissed her in that sweet spot above her brow, where he would let his lips linger, and he’d inhale the scent of her skin, her hair. It was the kind of kiss that had always made Bridget feel treasured. “How I love every last one of those legends and superstitions of yours, Bridge,” he’d whispered. “You make this practical accountant believe in the impossible, even if all those tales are nothing more than make-believe.”

         And now the primroses were blooming and Jim wasn’t here to see them and they were never going to have a baby or have a life together. Although that was the same life she had begun to question until—

         Her chest heaved, each breath harder and harder to find. Bridget kept moving toward the primroses, toward those happy beckoning white faces, heedless of the dewy grass that some distant part of her mind thought had grown too long.

         It’s Saturday. Jim will mow—

         She crumpled to her knees, her black dress puddling around her, spreading an inky cloth stain across the thick, green grass. Bridget grabbed her arms, tightened her grip, and rocked back and forth, willing the tears to stop, for all of it to stop, for time to reverse. For her to be back here, planting the primroses with Jim, planning for the future she’d always dreamed, while the sun shone and the world spun happily along.

         A world that she had created, almost like a writer spinning a tale. Having a baby would fix everything, she’d told herself, over and over again. A baby would mend the wounds in their marriage, bring them together, reknit the connection that had become tenuous in the year since Jim took the job in Boston. The one where he traveled more and stayed home less and seemed to be somewhere else, even when he was sitting on the same sofa.

         But every time she brought up getting pregnant, Jim had changed the subject or told her they would talk about it later. Every time she cracked open another circle of birth control pills, she asked Jim if they should start trying. He’d press a kiss to her cheek, promise to talk later, and head out the door on yet another trip.

         And now there would be no later.

         She closed her eyes, but that only made it worse, made Jim’s face dance in the dark space in her mind. She opened her eyes and focused again on the primroses, on their white faces, their yellow cores.

         Something twitched in the corner, by the tallest group of primroses and their long, green, finger-like leaves. The flowers trembled, their stems bending. Bridget duck-walked over there, swiping at her eyes to clear the brimming tears.

         A hummingbird, so tiny she was sure it was a baby, was caught in a spider web that had been spun between the flowers and anchored into the rough surface of the rock wall. The bird was flying hard and furious, but the web was strong, and every flutter of the bird’s green and blue wings wrapped more of the sticky web around its body.

         As Bridget approached, the hummingbird’s movements became more frantic. “Shh, shh,” she whispered, “it’s okay. I’m going to help you.”

         The spider, fat and black, sat in the upper corner of the web, bouncing on the gossamer string like a Wallenda. Bridget reached under the bird and pushed at the web, breaking the strands one at a time. “Don’t be scared. It’s okay. I’ve got you now.”

         The hummingbird stilled, his heart beating so hard she could see it thunder under his gray breast feathers. Another quick swipe and the web was off the bird’s wings, but still he stayed. She put a hand beneath him, and the hummingbird eased into her palm, his eyes darting left, toward the spider, then right to her. Bridget flattened her palm and turned toward the primroses. “Go ahead, buddy. Go home.”

         The hummingbird stayed still for what seemed like a forever moment, watching her, his tail twitching, eyes dark, wary, and big against the blue and green feathers of his head. He lifted off her palm, hovering, wings beating so fast, Bridget could feel the wake. A second later, he was gone, a blur darting toward the trees.

         “Don’t tell me. You’re out here looking for a wee leprechaun to make you some new shoes?”

         Bridget turned at the sound of her sister Margaret’s voice. No one called her Margaret, hadn’t since the day she’d been born, the youngest of the four girls, the one who was the loudest, the most insistent of the O’Bannon daughters. They’d dubbed her Magpie, and the name had stuck. “I just couldn’t handle another second in there. It was like…”

         “A funeral?” Magpie said; then her face softened with sympathy and she dropped down beside her sister, heedless of grass stains on her navy cotton skirt. That was Magpie. Young and brash and unconcerned with the kinds of things that consumed the rest of the world. Her light brown hair hung in one long plait down her back, like an anchor for the flowy cotton blouse that billowed away from her tiny waist and belled on her thin wrists. She draped an arm over Bridget’s shoulders and drew her close. “This sucks.”

         “Yeah.”

         Magpie sighed. “I wish I had some kind of good advice for you. Something that would make it all better. But you got dealt a shitty hand, and there’s nothing anyone can say that will make it any less shitty.”

         Bridget tightened her grip on her sister. “Thank you.”

         “For what?”

         “For saying the first honest thing I’ve heard all week. Everyone else is like, ‘It was for the best he went quickly,’ or ‘He’ll be an angel now,’ or the worst one of all, ‘He’d want you to enjoy your life.’ Really? My husband was killed in a car accident at the age of thirty, and I’m supposed to enjoy my life? All I really want to do is crawl into bed and shut the blinds and drink until I forget what day it is.”

         “Then do it.” Magpie gave her a little shake. “I’m serious. And I’ll bring the wine.”

         Bridget laughed. “You’re nuts.”

         “No, I’m not. Mom had me tested.” Magpie winked.

         The moment of lightness passed in a blink. Bridget put her hands on her knees and looked out over the lawn, but the green blurred in her vision. “Abby didn’t stay.”

         Magpie gave Bridget a crooked, sad smile. “She told me she had to get back to work. Something about her boss being on vacation.”

         The lie hung in the air, but neither of them called it out. And why would they? If there was one thing the O’Bannon girls excelled at, it was sweeping the truth away and locking it in a closet. If no one mentioned what had happened three years ago, then they could all go on pretending.

         But the truth sank its tenterhooks into every sentence, every look exchanged in the O’Bannon family. The “disagreement,” as their mother called it—really a full-on shouting match the morning of Bridget’s wedding—had culminated in Abby storming out of the reception after telling her sister that she was being blind and stupid. That she would regret marrying that man someday.

         Magpie got to her feet and put out a hand. “Come on, Bridge, let’s go back inside. Aunt Grace made her crab puffs, and she’s upset no one is eating them.”

         “Because we all got food poisoning at Uncle Lou’s funeral.”

         Magpie hugged Bridget’s waist as they walked back to the house. “Look at the bright side. Food poisoning is a totally legit excuse to stay in bed and shut the blinds.”

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         Bridget did exactly that for the next three days. She closed the blinds, turned on Netflix, and binge-watched Orange Is the New Black. A thousand times she picked up the phone to call her sisters or a friend, anyone who could fill the lonely gaps in her days. But in the end, she’d put down the phone and curl back into the pillows.

         Every time Bridget tried to think about tomorrow, hell, even an hour from now, she would begin to hyperventilate. It was too much to think about, too much to deal with. Like the sight of Jim’s clothes in the closet and his still-dented pillow beside her and the teetering pile of spy novels on the nightstand that she had nagged him a thousand times to put away.

         Magpie came by at lunch, followed by their sister Nora at dinner and their mother an hour after Nora left. It was as if the other O’Bannon women had conspired to make sure Bridget was never alone, although Nora barely talked to her and Magpie chattered and paced the room like a caged animal. Two days later, Magpie mentioned a job she had to get to, and just as quickly as she flitted into their lives, she darted away again. None of them mentioned Abby, and not a single one spoke Jim’s name.

         Their mother foisted food on Bridget like it was a morphine drip. So Bridget ate the soup her mother made and fumbled her way through awkward, stilted conversations about nothing, as Piper and Alex and Red survived prison and Bridget could think of nothing but being back in her bed.

         On the fourth day, her mother was there at the butt crack of way-too-early, ringing the doorbell, then knocking, then ringing some more. Bridget swung out of bed, jerked her arms into a robe, and flung open the door. “I’m alive. Please let me sleep.”

         “Not today. Today you are going to take a shower and do your hair and leave this place.” Colleen O’Bannon crossed her arms over her chest and gave her eldest daughter a stern look. It was the look that she’d practiced in the twenty years she’d been a single mother, a single Irish mother at that. “If your ancestors survived the potato famine—”

         “I can survive this,” Bridget finished. “This isn’t the same thing, Ma. Not at all.”

         “No, it’s not.” Colleen took her daughter’s arms and stared up into Bridget’s eyes. Colleen was a good four inches shorter than all of her daughters but had the presence of someone a foot taller. “This is a terrible thing. I know exactly what you are feeling, my sweet daughter. But I also know you will survive and you will be just fine.”

         Indeed, her mother did know. Colleen had watched her husband have a heart attack at the dinner table one Sunday afternoon and buried him a week later, then picked herself up and moved forward with four little girls under the age of ten as if nothing more had happened than a broken dish that needed to be cleaned up. For the next two decades, she had acted as if Michael O’Bannon were there, silently setting a place at the table for him in the cramped kitchen of the duplex in Dorchester every night and referencing him in the present tense.

         Just fine had become the O’Bannon girls’ motto that summer after Dad died. They’d practiced saying it to teachers and neighbors and church gossipers so often that, if there could have been an Emmy for pretending to be okay, there would have been a four-way tie. Just fine, thank you.

         Now Bridget was doing it too. I’m just fine, she told her friends, her sisters, her mother. She’d even copied and pasted I’m fine so she could send it back to every well-meaning text and email. Except she wasn’t. She didn’t know how to move forward, what to do. Was it because she had grown too dependent on Jim in the three years they’d been married? Had she really gotten to the point where she couldn’t make a decision on her own?

         “Now, off with you,” her mother said as if she’d read her daughter’s mind, shooing Bridget toward the master bath. “We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

         Bridget opened her mouth to argue, saw by the tight line on Colleen’s face that arguing was pointless, and headed into the bathroom. But even here it was impossible to forget. Jim’s toothbrush still sat in the bronze holder between their two sinks; his razor was still perched on the edge of his sink, perpetually drying after one last shave.

         I’ll be home before you know it, Bridge, Jim had said. It’s just a couple days, and I’ll be back. Then I’ll take a day off with you. I promise.

         She’d argued with him that morning, storming out of the bathroom, slamming the door so hard that it had shuddered on the hinges. Jim had packed his overnight bag, climbed into a taxi, and left without saying goodbye.

         That was the last memory she had of her husband—another fight, another silent departure. The chance to mend that fence had died when a drunk driver swerved across the lanes outside the departure drop-off at Logan, just as Jim stepped out of the taxi.

         Bridget fluttered a hand over the razor, the toothbrush, the crumpled towel on the counter. She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Jim was gone, but the life they had planned was still waiting for her. Maybe not with the baby she’d dreamed of having someday, or the future she’d pictured a thousand times, but a life nonetheless. Either she started getting her shit together or she’d end up like Aunt Esther, who had never left the house after her husband died, collapsing of a heart attack thirty years later among a pile of newspapers so high that they smothered her in a makeshift coffin of musty Globes.

         Bridget could do this.

         She had to do this.

         The shower blurred her tears and ran them down the drain with bubbles of almond-scented soap and raspberry shampoo. Her face burned, her shoulders seemed weighted to the ground, but she managed to at least go through the motions of cleaning up.

         By the time she emerged, her mother was already standing there, holding a blue and white checked dress and a pair of low navy pumps. A pair of pantyhose that Bridget didn’t even remember owning was draped over her mother’s arm. “This will do just fine for today.”

         She bristled. “I hate that dress. And those shoes. And don’t even get me started on the pantyhose. Where did you find those anyway?”

         Normal people would have been disturbed that their mother had gone through their closet and drawers and then walked into the bathroom uninvited. But normal people didn’t have Colleen O’Bannon as a mother.

         “A lady always wears hose with her shoes,” Colleen said. “And the dress suits you just fine. It’s appropriate for where we are going.”

         Appropriate. That one word raised the little hairs on the back of Bridget’s neck. “Where are we going?”

         “You’ll see.” Colleen thrust the clothes at her daughter. “Now, do your face and hair. You can’t go out in the world looking like you were blown about by a hurricane.”

         Bridget wanted to say, My husband just died. Who gives a shit how I look? But her mother was giving her that I-survived-this-and-you-can-too look again, so Bridget sighed and nodded instead. It was easier to do what her mother said than to try and figure out what to wear. Whether to wear the blue dress or her black pants, or heck, pajamas, just seemed like a monumentally stupid decision to have to make right now.

         After her mother left the room, Bridget swiped a clear circle into the foggy mirror. Dark shadows hugged the bottoms of her red-rimmed eyes. Her wet, dark hair hung as limp as old spaghetti, and her skin had taken on a pale parchment tone. Okay, so maybe her mother had a point about her looking like she’d been caught in some massive storm.

         But when Bridget got out the plastic case that held her makeup, the whole process just seemed so…overwhelming. Too many decisions. Foundation or concealer first? The coral blush or the pink? And the eye shadows…God, why had she ever thought she needed five different shades?

         She leaned into the mirror and pressed her palms against her cheeks. I don’t recognize this woman, she thought. A woman who had lost everything in the space of one rainy afternoon.

         She was a widow now.

         The word sounded so foreign, so odd. Wid-doh. She tried it out three times in her head, and then whispered it once in the steamy air. “Widow.”

         One whose husband had died. Her husband. Died.

         Jim.

         She could feel the tears starting again at the backs of her eyes, burning their way to the surface. She swiped at her face with a towel and then shut the case and pushed it to the side. Bridget pulled on the dress and slid into the shoes—ignoring the pantyhose—and then gave her hair a quick once-over with a wide-toothed comb.

         She didn’t look in the mirror again.

         When Bridget emerged from the bathroom, Colleen was standing there, her feet planted, her arms over her chest, and her lips in that thin line of disapproval. Bridget braced herself for the lecture.

         “All right, then,” was all her mother said. She reached for a handbag on Bridget’s dresser, pressed it into her daughter’s hands, and led the way out of the dim bedroom and into the light of day.

      

   


   
      
         
            THREE

         

         There was something about the routine of church that both annoyed Bridget and calmed her. The hard wooden pews, the carpeted kneelers, the candles flickering in the wall sconces beneath painted images of Jesus on the cross and heartbroken disciples. The same setting she remembered from the days when she wore Mary Jane shoes and white ankle socks and wondered if God would smite her for fidgeting in her seat.

         Bridget had stopped going to Our Lady Church more than three years ago, until the day of the funeral. Jim was a lapsed Lutheran who would rather read the paper and hit the links than listen to a sermon about loving thy neighbor. She’d lingered in bed with him on Sunday mornings and stayed there after Jim left for golf, feeling decadent and devilish for curling into the soft white sheets instead of heading out for communion.

         Plus, Bridget had a complicated relationship with church. An even more complicated one with God. She wasn’t so sure He wanted to see her, given that just a few days ago she had cursed him the entire time she’d sat here and stared at the coffin holding her husband, but that wasn’t about to stop Colleen O’Bannon from dragging her oldest daughter into the hushed stained glass interior. For penance or peace, Bridget wasn’t sure which. Maybe both.

         Her mother sent a sharp glance over at Bridget when her step hesitated. “It’s time. If any moment is the time to come back, it’s now.”

         Because there’d been a death, and if there was one thing Catholics knew to do when someone died, it was go to church. Except for Jim’s funeral, the last time Bridget had stood in Our Lady, it had been in the empty aisle, long after church had emptied out on a Sunday morning, everyone heading off to Denny’s or IHOP for pancakes and eggs, while the altar boys shrugged out of their white gowns and hurried to the playground, ignoring their mother’s orders not to ruin their church clothes. She could still hear the shouts of the children through the open window, the soft clank of coffee cups being put away in the church kitchen.

         You’re ruining your life, Abby had said that day, a little over three years ago. You know that, right? And you’re still going to marry him?

         Why can’t you just be happy for me? Bridget had asked.

         Because Jim isn’t who you think he is, Bridget. And you refuse to see the truth. I know things—

         Bridget had yelled at Abby, yelled at her to shut up, to just shut the hell up. Ma had rushed in, dragging Abby away.

         Bridget had looked over her shoulder at Jim, who was waiting in the doorway, framed by the sun like his body wore a halo. In that moment, she’d thought he was the most perfect human being she’d ever seen. She’d only known the outside of Jim then, unaware that beneath the dark hair and blue eyes lived a man who was quick to criticize, slow to apologize, and prone to long bouts of withdrawal, pulling into himself like a turtle in a shell. It had been too late by then. A few hours later, the vows had been spoken, the family ties ruined, and Bridget had told herself that looking back would only keep her stuck.

         So she’d walked out of the church with her husband, eventually leaving her sister behind, and settled into a life for two. The fissures in their marriage had started that very day. And now…

         “You need this,” her mother whispered again, and tugged Bridget forward.

         Maybe she did. Maybe the incense and flowers and Jesus on the wall would help Bridget find a way to move forward. Sideways. Any direction but staying still. Except just being here reminded her of all of it—her wedding, her sister’s words, burying her husband. It all seemed surreal, as if she had been transported somewhere else.

         Her mother led the way down the aisle, her handbag tucked into the space between her elbow and her ribs like a football. Her mother wore the same brown Naturalizer shoes she’d worn for as long as Bridget could remember. Round-toed, kitten heel. Sturdy, dependable, comfortable. She had on a pale gray wool skirt that hung almost to her ankles and a white satiny button-down blouse beneath a navy cardigan. A strand of pearls, the ones her great-great-grandmother had smuggled over on the boat to Ellis Island, sat atop the cardigan. Her mother’s dark red hair—once naturally vibrant, now kept that way thanks to a monthly appointment with a box of Clairol—was her only concession to vanity.

         Colleen O’Bannon was practical and frugal. And as opinionated as a politician. She loved her native country, loved her adopted home, and loved her daughters most of all.

         Her mother genuflected before the altar and then crossed herself and whispered a prayer to God. Then she veered to the right, to the bank of candles sitting against the far wall. Bridget followed her mother but hesitated when she neared the candles. Half were flickering; half were unlit. A glass full of long matches sat to the left of the kneeler.

         Her mother knelt before the bank of flames, crossed herself again, and then lowered her temples to her clasped hands. Bridget could see Colleen’s lips moving in a quick, silent prayer. Then she lifted her head and gestured to her daughter to kneel beside her.

         Go through the motions. Just go through the motions. Then you can go back home and back to bed.

         That was all she wanted. To slide back under the white down duvet with the remote in one hand, while Piper avoided Crazy Eyes and Red battled to get her kitchen back, and the fictional world created by Netflix replaced the really sucky one in Bridget’s life.

         But to get there, she had to be here first. On the day of the funeral, she’d avoided the candles. Avoided as much tradition as she could, feeling like a liar every minute she sat in the church. She’d barely heard Father McBride’s words, barely remembered the procession behind the casket.

         But now, with her mother staring at her and no excuse like a dead husband ten feet away, Bridget had to at least feign piety. She bent down, left knee on the carpeted kneeler, then the right. The slightly vanilla scent of the wax mingled with the spicy scent of incense in the air. The long match flared when Bridget touched it to another flame and again when it met the wick of a fresh squat candle.

         If Jim were here, he’d laugh. Assuming there even is a heaven, Bridge, how the hell would I see one little flame up there? You’d have to light a bonfire, babe, for me to see it.

         The flame wavered in the slight breeze from the ceiling fans as if laughing at the incongruity of lighting a memorial candle for a husband who’d barely attended church. And her, a lapsed Catholic, pretending for the second time in the space of a week to whisper prayers that were more rote than heartfelt.

         She didn’t fit in this world, didn’t know where the hell she fit right now.

         When Bridget’s mother rose, Bridget also backed away from the bank of candles and slipped into the pew beside her, behind two old women in matching lime-green hats. Bridget could almost hear Magpie. What, was there some kind of sale? Oh, Gladys, get one for you, and I’ll get one for me. We’ll be twinsies.

         A sound like a snort escaped Bridget. She covered her mouth and feigned a cough.

         Her mother gave her the evil eye. “Behave yourself. We’re in church.”

         It didn’t matter how old any of them were. When they were in church, Ma treated the girls like there were still five years old. And Bridget wanted to escape, just as she had when she’d been five. And fifteen. And twenty-five. Not to mention she felt like Jesus was staring down at her with condemnation in his eyes. You didn’t save your marriage and now your husband is dead.

         “Will you just look at that Hazel Lockheed,” her mother whispered, nodding toward an older woman with a dark brown helmet of hair. “She’s sitting there, with a Bible on her lap, as if she didn’t leave her husband and take up with the mailman. And that Jeremy Brackett over there. Holding hands—in church, mind you—with that boyfriend of his.” Her mother shook her head. “None of that is appropriate. Those people—”

         “Ma, I don’t want to be here,” Bridget whispered. She couldn’t take one more second of judgment or gossip. “Can we just—”

         “We will do no such thing.” Her mother made that pursed lemon face of disapproval. “And you should ask forgiveness for even saying such blasphemy in church. Did you brush your hair before we left?”

         Bridget lowered herself onto the kneeler and pressed her forehead to her clasped thumbs. God, keep me from going off on my mother in church, because we all know that is a path straight to hell.

         Yeah, maybe that wasn’t the kind of prayer her mother had in mind.

         The dim interior of the church was peppered with color from the late-day light forcing its way through the thick stained glass. The scent of incense and burning wax mingled with the dueling fragrances of L’Air du Temp and Estée Lauder’s latest. The whole weird scent confluence should have been called Whorehouse Mixed with Pot Dispensary. That made Bridget erupt in another snort/cough.

         All of it seemed so insane. God wasn’t listening to her. God had probably given up on her a long time ago. The entire exercise, with the candles, the kneelers, the prayers…so pointless. Like the game she and Jim used to play—Stupid Facts. In the early days of their marriage, they’d take turns finding some random stupid fact to tell the other over dinner, their way of not starting every conversation with “How was your day, dear?”

         Did you know, Bridge, that koala bears’ fingerprints are almost exactly the same as humans? They’re so close, even Columbo couldn’t tell them apart at a crime scene.

         Manic laughter began to tremble in her chest, rising to the surface. Bridget let out another snort/cough. Her mother shushed her and pointed to the kneeler. More praying, less fooling around. But that manic feeling was bubbling and expanding and she was hearing Jim say, “Columbo and the Koala,” that’d be a great episode, wouldn’t it? And then the laughter was there, pushing at her lips, and Bridget knew she couldn’t stay in the dim, tight confines of the church a second longer.

         She pushed to her feet and scrambled to leave. “Excuse me, excuse me.” Where had all these people come from? How come they’d all crowded into her pew? “Excuse me.”

         “Bridget.” Her mother’s hushed, angry voice. Any second now, Bridget expected to be told to go back to her seat or she wouldn’t get any donuts after church. Every week, it had either been Bridget or Magpie, sitting at the chrome and laminate counter, moping and empty-handed while Nora—the suck-up, the others had called her—took her sweet time licking powdered sugar off her fingers and sucking the jelly out of the center while Abby just hung in the back, alone and apart, even then.

         “Bridget. Get back here this instant.”

         But she was already gone, pushing on the hard metal bar, bursting into the sunshine. The laughter escaped her just then, but somehow it had changed into a sob, tearing at her throat. Bridget turned.

         And ran.

      

   


   
      
         
            FOUR

         

         If there was one scent that described the O’Bannon girls, it was vanilla. Not the run-of-the-mill artificial flavoring, but the scent that could only be awakened by scraping the back of a teaspoon along the delicate spine of an espresso-colored vanilla bean.

         Gramma had always kept a jar of vanilla beans on her kitchen counter because she said they reminded her of how much work God went to just to create a single beautiful note. So many miracles had to dance a complicated tango, all to create one vanilla bean. The orchid’s flower only bloomed for twenty-four hours, and only the Melipona bee could pollinate the buds. Without that bee—or in later years, the intervention of painstaking human cross-pollination—the simple orchid would never become a delicate vanilla bean.

         “No two vanilla beans are exactly the same,” Gramma had said, “like you and your sisters. Each is unique and beautiful and handmade by God himself.”

         It had been Gramma who had taught Bridget the joy of baking. It had been Gramma who had coached her granddaughter through the intricacies of piecrusts and cake batters, guided her hand as she’d swirled buttercream and painted sugar cookies. It had been Gramma who had propped Bridget on a metal stool and woven magical tales about mischievous leprechauns and clever fairies, while the two of them mixed and kneaded and baked and decorated. And it was Gramma she’d been trying to hold on to when she’d worked at the shop. Or at least that was what Bridget had told herself for years.

         Maybe she was trying to hold on to the magic her grandmother had seemed to embody.

         Now Bridget stood on the sidewalk outside Charmed by Dessert and inhaled the familiar, sweet scent of vanilla. It seemed to fill the very air around the little shop, like some confectionary version of the cloud over the Addams Family’s house.

         She hadn’t been here in three years, but everything looked just as it had before. Charmed by Dessert had sat in the same location in downtown Dorchester for three generations, a converted home on a tree-lined block. It was housed in a small, squat white building topped with a bright pink and yellow awning, flanked by a florist on the left and an ever-rotating selection of lawyers and accountants who rented the space on the right. The street was peppered with old-fashioned streetlamps and wrought-iron benches beside planters blooming with flowers.

         Once upon a time, Bridget had thought she would work here until she died, side by side with her grandmother, her sisters, and her mother. Baking pies and frosting cakes and sifting flour into clouds. But then Gramma had died, and Bridget had met Jim and—

         Everything had changed.

         Bridget had taken a job writing a food column for a local paper, but it wasn’t the same as working here. Not at all.

         The small silver bell that had once sat on a shelf in Gramma’s hutch tinkled as Bridget opened the door and stepped inside. Nora looked up from the tiered cupcake display she was refilling, and her brows lifted in surprise.

         For a second, Bridget expected to see Abby behind the counter. But Abby had quit the family—and quit the bakery. She was working at a Williams-Sonoma at the mall, the last Bridget had heard. She used to think Abby was her best friend, but the scene on her wedding day and the ensuing three years of silence said differently.

         All these years, she had kept Abby’s secret from the rest of the family. And in doing so, she’d lost her sisters. Lost the bond she used to have.

         For what? For a marriage that had been fractured for a long time. A marriage Bridget had once vowed to do anything to repair.

         “Bridget? What are you doing here?” Nora asked.

         “I…I don’t know.” It was one of the most honest things she’d said in days. All those hours of pretending she was okay, that she wasn’t feeling lost and alone and scared. Hell, she’d been feeling that way for years, but she’d told herself that planting some flowers and getting pregnant would set her world to rights again. Would prove something. To herself, to her family.

         “Uh, okay.” Nora dusted off her hands and slid the empty tray onto the counter behind her. She looked unsure of what to say, how to act, without the buffer of a funeral and Netflix playing in the background. “Uh, can I get you anything?”

         A giant rewind button for my life. “Coffee?”

         Nora nodded, her face slackening with relief at having something to do, something to put off the awkward conversation for another moment. She disappeared into the back, returning a moment later with two steaming mugs of rich, dark coffee. “Here.” She gestured toward one of the bistro tables at the front of the shop. “Let’s…let’s, uh, sit for a minute. If you want to.”

         Now that Bridget was here, she wanted to leave, forget she’d ever walked inside. But where was she going to go? Back to the church? Hell no (and that thought made her whip through a quick mental Hail Mary just in case). Back home? Her house was a mile away, walkable, even in these ugly, sensible shoes, but no. She couldn’t walk back into that empty space again because if she did, she’d curl up in that bed and never leave again. As much as she’d hated going to church, she had to admit her mother was right—she needed to get out of that house.

         Move forward. Focus on the future. Somehow.

         “Why are you here?” Nora said.

         Bridget didn’t want to say the truth, because she wasn’t quite sure what the truth was, so instead she said the first thing that popped into her head. “I was thinking I should get a cat.”

         Nora arched a brow and took a sip of coffee before she spoke. That was how Nora worked—she thought about her words before she said them. She was the least chatty of the three O’Bannon girls, and the most serious one. Ma called Nora the umbrella of the family, because she was practical and dependable and the calm one in the midst of any family storm. “A cat? Okay. Sounds…good.”

         “Should I get two?” Nonsense words poured out of Bridget like a leaky tap, filling the too-sweet air in the shop and the empty cavern in her heart and all those questions about tomorrow that she couldn’t bring herself to answer. “You know, in case one of them gets…lonely? I don’t think I could stand to hear one of them crying because it was all…a-alone.” Then her voice broke and the river of words jerked to a stop.

         Nora covered Bridget’s hand and gave it a little squeeze. “Ma made you go to church, didn’t she?”

         Bridget nodded. She almost cried, thinking how good it was that Nora hadn’t thrown her out, that she had reached out and comforted her, and for five seconds not mentioned Jim. Or said anything about Abby. “How…how can you tell?”

         “You’re wearing that dress you hate, topped with a nice little shawl of Catholic guilt.” Nora smiled. “Two cats? Really?”

         “I don’t know what else to do. I mean, what am I going to do with all of Jim’s clothes? And the house? Oh, God, Nora, what am I going to do about all that stuff? How am I possibly going to handle it all a-alone?”

         Nora’s hand tightened on hers. “First, you’re going to ditch that dress. No, not just ditch it. Fucking burn it in the backyard. It is uglier than hell.”

         The curse cut through the air, unexpected from the normally perfect Nora. It seemed to break the tension between them somehow, a crack in the wall. All these years Bridget had spent away from her sisters, her mother, and for just this second, she couldn’t remember why. Didn’t want to remember why.

         But in her head, she heard Jim’s voice. Remember how they hurt you, babe. That’s why we were an island, just you and me. Don’t let them get close again.

         She wanted to argue back, to tell Jim he wasn’t here anymore and what was she supposed to do about that? That maybe he’d been wrong, and maybe if she hadn’t shut her family out for all those years, this wall between them wouldn’t exist.

         Instead, she tugged her hand out of Nora’s and put it in her lap. “I hate this dress. I forgot I even had it in my closet.”

         “I swear, Ma has her homing instinct for outfits that make you look like Doris Day on acid,” Nora said. “Remember the polka-dot skirt debacle of 2003?”

         That made Bridget laugh again. God, it felt so good to laugh. Just as quickly, a wave of guilt hit her. Jim had just died. His body was hardly cold in the grave. How could she be laughing?

         Nora’s hand lit on Bridget’s arm. “It’s okay to laugh and run out of church and eat dessert, Bridge.”

         “It doesn’t feel okay.”

         “Yeah.” Nora sighed. “Maybe it will. In time.”

         Time. Bridget wanted to slow down the hours as much as she wanted them to pass in a blur. She wanted a second to catch her breath, to absorb what had happened, to accept this new normal. At the same time, she wanted to skip ahead to the days when hearing Jim’s name didn’t feel like a knife serrating her lungs.

         Until then, Bridget had to do something. For so long, her life had been wrapped around the world she had created with her marriage, and now she wasn’t sure where to step next. This widow world felt like a minefield. “What am I going to do, Nora?”

         “I don’t know, Bridge. I honestly don’t know.” Nora drew in a breath and let it out, as steady as a slow leak in a tire. “What do you want to do?”

         “Go to bed. And stay there for forty years,” she scoffed. “But then I’ll become like Aunt Esther, and I don’t want to do that.”

         A little laugh escaped Nora. “Nobody wants to end up buried by the Globe.”

         “I’d at least like to go out under the Herald. Better headlines: ‘Hoarder Hunched under Heap of Heralds.’” The joke made both of them laugh, and the sound lingered inside the shop for a long, sweet moment.

         “You know,” Nora began, while tracing a circle in the laminate, “you could try getting back to the life you left. You’re going to need an income and…well, something to do.”

         “You mean come back to work here.”

         “The door is always open,” Nora said. “And Lord knows I could use the help, with wedding season coming up.”

         A wave of guilt washed over Bridget. She’d abandoned the shop, shortly after Abby had quit, and left Nora to run things on her own. Their mother stepped in from time to time, but she was getting older and didn’t have the energy to last all day on her feet in a busy bakery. Nora had taken the reins without complaint, relying on a couple of part-time helpers to get through busy seasons.

         There’d been a day, when the sisters had started working at Charmed by Dessert, when Bridget had been the chief baker. She’d developed a line of pies that got noticed at a Best of Boston competition and, for a while, put Charmed by Dessert on Must-See lists. Bridget had left the recipes behind when she walked away from the shop, but the pies had never been the same, from what she’d heard and read. Business had dipped a little more each year, and there were times when Bridget could read the stress in her mother’s shoulders.

         “You had that special touch,” Nora went on. “None of us have ever come close to replicating that.”

         Bridget fiddled with the coffee cup. “I think it was luck.”

         Nora didn’t say anything. The chef-shaped clock on the wall ticktocked the seconds with a busy wooden spoon. “Do you remember the day you made the chocolate pies?”

         The three of them had been together in the kitchen, slipping in and out of each other’s spaces like deftly woven braids. It seemed like they’d always been like that, ever since they were little girls, and even as high schoolers working after school, they’d been a team. Magpie had been too young to do much more than wash dishes, which had left the other three in the kitchen. Abby the director, Nora the planner, Bridget the dreamer. “You know what we need on the menu?” Nora had said. “A really good chocolate pie.”

         “One that’s so good, it’s better than sex,” Abby had added in a whisper.

         The three of them burst into giggles, and Ma had admonished them from the front of the store to get to work and stop playing around. They’d blushed and giggled some more, their heads together like three peas in a pod.

         “I have an idea,” Bridget had said. A vague idea, one that mushroomed into a recipe as she bustled around the kitchen, gathering a little of this, a lot of that. The other girls had drifted away, leaving Bridget to create. Bridget had hardly noticed because the world dropped away when she baked. Her mind was filled with flour and sugar, butter and eggs, cocoa and vanilla. Tastes and scents and measurements and possibilities.

         An hour later, she’d opened the oven, pulled out the chocolate base, and then drizzled a layer of salted caramel on top and dropped dollops of fresh marshmallow around the edge. A few seconds with the flambé torch and the marshmallow toasted into gold.

         “Your grandmother would be proud,” Ma had said when she’d seen the finished pie, her highest level of praise, offered as rarely as comets. To mark the occasion, she’d flipped the sign to CLOSED, gathered her girls around a table, and dished them each a hearty slice. They’d sat at the table and eaten and laughed until their bellies were full and the sun had disappeared behind the horizon.

         “That was a great day,” Nora said softly.

         “It was a long time ago,” Bridget said, thinking of all that had been said since then, words that couldn’t be taken back, hurts that couldn’t be bandaged. “I don’t think we can get back there.”

         “Maybe not. But you need an income now, and we need the help and—”

         “Protecting the bottom line as usual.” Bridget shook her head and cursed. “Of course.”

         Nora’s face pinched like a shriveled apple. “This isn’t about money, Bridget. We’re family; we take care of each other.”

         “You know why I’m not working here.” Being here every day would mean being around her mother, and Bridget knew that was a war she wasn’t strong enough to battle right now. It would mean dancing that tightrope of I’m just fine. “I just can’t do it. It’s too much on top of everything else.”

         “Stop thinking about yourself for five friggin’ seconds, Bridget.” Nora clapped a hand over her mouth and shook her head. Her eyes filled but, in typical Nora fashion, she blinked away the tears. “Damn it. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

         “No, you shouldn’t have.” Bridget shook her head. “You’re still Miss Perfect Nora, judging the rest of us screwups. You never do a damned thing wrong. You have the husband and the kids and the perfect house and you run a bakery and probably manage to make dinner every night, too, while the rest of us are…less.”

         “I never said that, Bridget.”

         “You didn’t have to. You’re just this”—Bridget waved a hand—“impossible to live up to Stepford wife. Who seems genuinely surprised that the rest of us aren’t as perfect. I stopped working here because I wanted to. Because I was sick and tired of you and Ma and everyone else in the world telling me what to do. And because—”

         But no. Those were the words Bridget didn’t speak aloud. The family secret that she left buried under a pile of lies. The one thing she ignored because she knew, if she said the words aloud, it would shatter what remaining bridge she had with her sisters.

         “I can’t do this,” Bridget said. “I just can’t.”

         Nora rose and reached for her. “Bridget, wait.”

         Bridget shook her head and headed out the door and back into the sunshine. She kicked off her shoes, flung them into the grass on the side of the road, and walked home. Barefoot and sweaty. And alone.
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