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    For my daughter, Grace.
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    People always say you’re lucky to have us as parents, but I know the truth. We’re the lucky ones, because we have you.




    Hug. Tap, tap, tap.




    I love you too.
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    MY DAUGHTER, ANTOINETTE, whispers in her sleep. Real words. Tonight when I hear her voice, I rush upstairs, but I’m too late. She is quiet. And the sounds could have been anything. The wind. An owl. Crickets.




    She lies on her side. Her right hand stretches toward the doorway, toward me, as if even in sleep I’m the sun she rotates around.




    I reach for her too. But I don’t enter her room.




    When she sleeps, I can pretend I don’t notice her eyes, a finger’s breadth too far apart. Her arms are relaxed, not held tight against her shoulders as they are much of the day. Her white-blonde hair, still newborn fine, fans out behind her like a dandelion puff, or as if she were running and the wind caught it.




    The window is open, and a breeze flutters the sheer white curtains. It’s the first week of April, but already the air is so warm the tulips are sprouting. Kentucky is like that. Unpredictable. Tonight is dark, but here in the country, street lights don’t obscure the stars.




    I close my eyes and summon a dream. In it, Antoinette sprints through the farm, fingers brushing the daffodils and tulips. Her legs are strong, pounding the dirt like any other ten-year-old girl. But this image ignores the child she is. In a more accurate vision I see her walking toward me, marionette-like, arms cocked, hands curled toward her chest, knees bending and popping with each step.




    I move into the past, pulling up memories of us sleeping curled into each other as if still sharing the same body. Swaying in time to field sparrow songs. Dancing under a shower of lavender petals in the drying barn.




    She shifts, turning toward the window. Outside I envision the fields bursting with white tulip buds. It’s too early for them, but stranger things have happened.




    My sister, Lily, used to be fascinated by the Victorian language of flowers, memorizing the meanings for each plant we grew on the farm. It was a game to us. She scattered bouquets around the house, and I tried to guess her message. Daffodils represented new beginnings. Coneflowers were for strength and health.




    And white tulips were for forgiveness and remembrance.




    My heart stutters, and a familiar pressure builds in my chest. I breathe deeply, counting each beat. When my body calms, I look at my daughter.




    A strand of hair sticks to her cheek. I walk into the room to free it, but she turns away from me and curls into a ball. I stop, unwilling to wake her, letting her linger a bit longer in dreams, safe in a place where I can’t hurt her.




    That will come soon enough.


  




  

    Chapter One
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    Antoinette Martin stood in the kitchen, staring at the alarm above the back door. The red light was not on, which meant it wouldn’t scream and wake her mother if she opened the door. She could walk in the garden.




    Pops of joy burst through her body. She bounced on her toes, bare feet slapping against the old oak floor. The smooth wood felt like creek water in July. A happy thought. She bounced again.




    When her body calmed, she reached for the doorknob, then hesitated. She and her mother lived on a commercial flower farm in Redbud, Kentucky. Though most of their fifty acres were cleared and given over to flower fields, thick woods rimmed the back edge of their property. Antoinette was not supposed to go outside alone. It was easy to get hurt on a farm.




    She mashed her nose against the cool glass of the kitchen door window. Outside, she didn’t need music or art to block the white noise that engulfed her. The groan of the refrigerator; the swish, swish of the washer; the hum of the air conditioner. Outside, the land sang, and that was better than the Mozart and Handel compositions their neighbor Seth Hastings played on his violin.




    At night, Antoinette would sit on the back porch of their farmhouse listening while Seth played the violin, or she would page through her mother’s art books. She could name Bochmann’s Lark Ascending from the first trill of the violin. She could close her eyes and re-create the crooked grin of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa or the slope of the hill in Wyeth’s Christina’s World, brushstroke by brushstroke in her mind.




    Unusual for a ten-year-old, but then very little was usual for Antoinette.




    The sunlight shining through the door was sharp. Tears filled her eyes, and she screwed them shut. She felt tied up inside, as if her muscles were too tight. The sun still glowed red behind her eyelids, but the hurt was gone and that helped her decide. She needed music to calm down.




    With her mind emptied of everything else, she forced her arm outward until her fingertips brushed the flaked paint on the door. It felt sharp against her skin, and she almost recoiled. But when would the alarm be off again?




    Summoning control, she flapped with one hand and pushed the door with the other.




    The door opened with a sigh, and the light fell harder on her face. With her eyes closed she leaned into the sun, wishing it could draw her outside. Controlling her body was sometimes difficult, but that morning she moved like a ballerina, swiveling her hips and sliding through the door like a ribbon of silk.




    On the porch she threw her arms open, ready to fly to the sun. Then she listened. The land sang to those who stood still long enough to hear it.




    People had songs too, but Antoinette needed to touch them to hear their music. Sometimes she grabbed her mother’s hand, and the low, sweet sound of a pan flute filled her body. When that happened, Antoinette felt like she could do anything. Even speak.




    Today the outside world sounded mournful, like the oboe’s part in Peter and the Wolf. Antoinette wiggled. She almost opened her eyes, but she thought better of it; if she did, she would be lost. Her brain would lock on to the blades of grass, and she would start counting. One, two, three . . . four hundred, four hundred one, four hundred two. The counting would trap her for hours.




    She kept her eyes closed as she climbed down from the porch. A breeze snaked around her ankles, making her nightgown dance. She laughed a high-pitched giggle that bubbled up from her throat. If she raised her arms, she might be light enough to fly. She lifted her hands, then brought them down hard enough to clap her thighs.




    The flagstone path would lead her to the flower fields, but today she wanted more than the feel of stone beneath her feet. She left the path and pushed her toes into the soil. The ground buzzed, a tingle of electricity that vibrated up her legs, calming her muscles so that on the way to the garden she didn’t bounce or flap, so that her legs didn’t fly out from under her.




    She walked until her feet bumped against a ridge of soil that marked the start of the daffodil field. From her bedroom window she could see the bright yellow heads nodding in the sunlight, but out here she could feel them.




    She squatted and pushed her hands into the loamy soil. It slid from her fingers, coating her nails and the creases of her small hands. She inhaled, filling her lungs with the scents of the garden: soil, compost, and new green grass.




    With her hands in the dirt, the music was louder. A chorus of woodwinds flooded her body: clarinets, flutes, and bassoons. But the tempo was too slow and some of the notes were off. Sharp in one place, flat in another. Her heart pounded in her ears, and her arms tensed. She needed to flap, but she forced herself to stay still while a picture formed in her mind, a picture of a bulb bound by clay soil, and a plant weakened by root bores.




    Antoinette hummed, increasing the tempo and correcting the notes. When everything was right, she stopped. Her body was calm now, but she slumped to the ground, exhausted. Bits of mulch pricked her cheek, but she didn’t move. She breathed deep, listening to the robins calling from the nearby woods.




    “Antoinette?”




    At first she didn’t hear her name; she was lost in the sensations around her. Then a rough hand fell against her neck. The touch sent a jolt through her body, and she fell back, her eyes wide with fear.




    “Sorry. Sorry,” a man said as he snatched his hand away.




    She tried to sit up, but her muscles weren’t working yet.




    “Antoinette.” The man was calm. “Antoinette. What’s wrong? It’s Seth. Look at me. Are you okay?”




    He touched her cheek and turned her head toward him. When she leaned into his calloused hand, her heart stopped racing and she relaxed. Seth was as much a constant in her life as her mother. Like her, he understood that speaking wasn’t the only way to communicate.




    He crouched in front of her, the tips of his long dark hair tickling her cheek. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?” he asked.




    Her arm felt heavy, but she pointed over his shoulder, back home where the blue clapboard farmhouse rose beyond the sea of daffodils.




    “Home?” he asked. “You want to go home?”




    She pointed and opened her mouth. Home. That’s what she wanted to say. The word would be whisper light if she could get it out.




    Seth slid his arms under her body. She picked a daffodil before he lifted her. The commercial fields weren’t for home flower picking, but the yellow daffodil would make her mother happy.




    Seth cradled her as he walked back to the house, and she melted into him. He smelled like green grass and tobacco. Through his thin T-shirt, she felt the steady thump of his heart, which was its own form of music.




    THE KITCHEN DOOR popped open with a thud. Antoinette raised her head from Seth’s arms and saw that the room was empty. Her mother was probably still asleep.




    “Rose?” Seth called. There was no answer. The air inside the house was heavy and quiet. He started down the long hallway that led to the bedrooms.




    Through an open door, Antoinette saw her mother, sitting in one of the two blue chairs by the window overlooking the back field, her journal open on her lap. She turned when Seth knocked on the doorframe.




    Focusing on faces was difficult for Antoinette; they changed every second, tiny muscles shifting with each smile or frown. One person could wear hundreds of faces. But Antoinette forced herself to study her mother’s face. Her lips were rimmed with blue, and deep circles sat under her eyes. Her short blonde hair stuck out in all directions and shadows highlighted her gaunt face.




    “I found her outside in the daffodil field,” Seth said.




    Her mother closed the journal and stood. “She’s been wanting to go outside, but I’ve been so tired.” She leaned over Antoinette who was still snug in Seth’s arms. “You always were persistent.”




    Antoinette held out the daffodil.




    Her mother smiled when she took it. “Daffodils symbolize new beginnings,” she said to Seth. “From Lily’s flower book. I can’t believe I remember.”




    Antoinette felt Seth flinch. “Hard to forget.” His rough voice was tinged with something that sounded like regret. “She carried that book everywhere.”




    Antoinette was sandwiched between the two of them. Content. The word floated up from somewhere inside her. Her entire body felt warm. She stretched toward her mother, wanting to hear her song.




    Her mother drew back. “You need to sleep,” she said, her lips forming a sad smile.




    “She was lying among the daffodils,” Seth said. “Last night, I noticed some of them had browned around the edges. I planned to harvest them today, but then this morning they were fresh when I got there. Antoinette was half asleep in the middle of them. She didn’t hear me until I was right next to her.” He spoke slowly and his voice was heavy with meaning, but Antoinette was too tired to figure out what he was trying to say.




    He sat in one of the chairs and shifted Antoinette so that his arm was behind the crook in her neck.




    “She’s so tiny,” her mother said as she sat across from Seth. “It still surprises me how heavy she gets after a while.”




    Seth laughed. Antoinette liked the sound. She closed her eyes and let the noise wash over her. She was too tired to flap her hands, but she twitched her fingers against Seth’s arm. Happy.




    She usually was happy around Seth. He could be abrupt with others, but he was always kind to Antoinette and her mother.




    Once, some boys at the farmers’ market had giggled at Antoinette as she stretched up on her toes and walked in circles under the Eden Farms tent. When Seth heard them, he stopped unloading flats of impatiens, walked over to Antoinette, and put a hand on her shoulder. In his presence, the tension left her body, allowing her to stop walking and stand still.




    Seth didn’t say a word. He just glared at the boys until they started fidgeting. Then one by one, they apologized.




    “They’re kids,” he said after they scattered. “They don’t know what they’re doing, but it hurts anyway.”




    He had been right. It did hurt. Every time someone stared at Antoinette a little too long or crossed the street to avoid her, a small, bruised feeling bloomed in her chest.




    Knowing that Seth, along with her mother, understood how she felt eased the hurt a little.




    Thinking of her mother, Antoinette cracked her eyes open, and watched the slow rise and fall of her mother’s chest. Despite her fatigue, she struggled toward her mother. If she could hold her mother’s hand, everything would be all right. She imagined her mother’s song—the notes of a pan flute, smooth and round as river rocks.




    “Not now, Antoinette,” her mother said.




    Antoinette didn’t stop trying. As she struggled to sit up, she stared at her mother’s tapered fingers. At the green-and-purple bruise on the back of her mother’s hand. It was from the IV she had in the emergency room last week.




    Seth wrapped her tight in his arms and leaned back. Now she was even farther from her mother. “Your mom needs some rest.”




    Antoinette shook her head hard, making her hair lash against her cheek. Mommy! If she could say the word, she was sure her mother would respond.




    “She can’t do this much longer,” her mother said, her voice cracking. “And I . . . well, it’s not like I’m going to get better.”




    Seth sighed. After several long seconds he said, “It’s time to call Lily. You can’t keep avoiding her, Rose.”




    Antoinette strained against his arms, but he was too strong. The exhaustion that stole through her body trapped her, making her eyes shut as if tiny weights were attached to her eyelashes. She was tired. So tired.




    “I don’t know,” her mother said. She sounded small and scared. “It’s been six years. Antoinette was too much for Lily as a four-year-old. It’s not like things have improved. And the way I left things with Lily . . . what if she won’t come?”




    Antoinette fought to open her eyes but couldn’t. Her body grew heavier and heavier.




    She heard Seth: “The three of us aren’t kids anymore, Rose. Lily’s your sister. The girl I know will come if you ask.”




    Antoinette couldn’t fight it any longer. She sank into Seth’s arms as sleep overtook her.


  




  

    Chapter Two
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    Lily Martin lived a cautious life. She looked to numbers. Math was consistent: two plus two equaled four. Always. There was no way to make it something else. Rearrange the numbers, write the problem horizontally or vertically, and the answer was always the same. Four. Equations had solutions, and their predictability made her feel calm, settled.




    Except today.




    She had spent most of the day reformatting death tables for the life insurance company she worked for. They weren’t really called death tables. Life expectancy table was the correct term, but what else did you call a collection of data that predicted when someone would die?




    Lily headed the actuary department, and it was her responsibility to know when someone was likely to die. A healthy, male, nonsmoker could expect to live 76.2 years, whereas a smoker’s life expectancy was reduced by 13.2 years. A thirty-two-year-old woman with congestive heart failure—well, she was uninsurable.




    The death tables fed the rating engine that supplied price quotes for insurance policies. Over the weekend, the rates for smokers and nonsmokers had been switched until someone in the IT department realized that a worm had slipped through their firewall and flipped the data.




    Lily came in to work that Monday and spent the morning fielding calls from the CEO and the head of IT. At noon, after death had been restored to its rightful position in the insurance world, she grabbed her laptop and left, planning to finish working from home.




    Upon arriving there, she opened the door to her study and set her computer on the desk. Sunlight filtered through the two large windows. While she waited for the laptop to boot up, she opened the windows. A yellow finch sang in the redbud tree outside. From her childhood study of the Victorian language of flowers, she knew redbuds symbolized new life, perfect for a tree that bloomed in spring.




    She stared out the window, and for just a moment she was not in her house on the south side of the Ohio River; she was back at Eden Farms, in Redbud, Kentucky, where she grew up. April was her favorite time there. The land was waking, and the air tasted like hope.




    Covington, where Lily now lived, was in northern Kentucky, on the banks of the Ohio River. The land there was steep hills and deep valleys, not mountainous like Appalachia in eastern Kentucky but different enough from the town where she grew up that she often felt she had moved across country instead of only two hours north.




    Redbud was in central Kentucky, just south of Lexington. The land there was draped in Kentucky bluegrass and rolled like soft ocean waves, much of it decorated with white-plank fences that surrounded the area’s sedate Thoroughbred farms. Nestled among them, Eden Farms was a burst of color. In summer, the fields behind their farmhouse were a crazy quilt of purple, pink, yellow, white, and red. For Lily, it was a wonderland, and she and her sister, Rose, used to pretend they were fairies, the fields their kingdom.




    Outside her house a car honked, and Lily came back to the present. She pressed her fingers hard against the windowsill. Nothing good came of dwelling on lost things. She bit her lip as she turned from the window. Covington was nowhere near New York or Chicago in size, but it was a far cry from the country, where everyone lived acres apart. In Covington, if she stood in her side yard and stretched out her arms, she could touch her house with one hand and her neighbor’s with the other.




    She lived in the city’s historic district, and her house was two hundred years old. The floors sloped in places and the yard was postage stamp size, but she had transformed the ramshackle place into a warm, inviting home. Here in the study, the walls were the color of sun-warmed soil, and three Kentucky landscapes hung above her desk. Her sister had painted them at age fifteen. The colors were too bright and the proportions were off, but Lily liked their slight awkwardness. It reminded her of Rose at that age, lanky but beautiful, child and adult at the same time.




    A purple potted orchid and a small framed picture decorated Lily’s desk. In the photograph, Rose and Lily stood with their arms wrapped around each other, holding on as if they’d never let go. Their cheeks were pressed together and their hair—Rose’s light blonde and Lily’s deep brown—twirled over their shoulders. Seth Hastings had snapped the picture right before Rose left for college.




    At the thought of Seth, Lily clenched her jaw and quickly looked away. Losing him shouldn’t hurt after all these years, but it did.




    Focus on work, she thought. She sat in front of her laptop, and her stomach grumbled.




    “If you’d let me take you to lunch like a normal person, you wouldn’t make such awful noises.” The voice startled her, sending her heart to her throat.




    Her neighbor, Will Grayson, leaned against the doorframe. He slumped into the wall as if he couldn’t hold himself up, reminding Lily of how he had looked when he’d been taking morphine. Almost a year had passed since his last chemo treatment, but from his appearance today she guessed he still had some pills left.




    Automatically, her mind went to the death tables. A thirty-four-year-old male in remission from lung cancer had a five-year life expectancy of 13.4 percent.




    Thankfully, Will stood solidly among that 13.4 percent.




    Several months ago, she had accompanied him to his oncologist’s office for a follow-up visit. The doctor smiled at them. “I don’t get to say this often enough,” he said. “Your CT scan is clear. We got it all.”




    Lily thought she might slide to the floor in relief, but Will was nonplussed. He nodded once and stood. “Cancer’s got nothing on me,” he said. That’s what she liked about him—he made his total self-interest charming.




    Now she looked up at him and smiled. “I thought you were finished with that stuff,” she said, referring to the powerful pain pills he had taken when he was ill.




    His dark hair shot up in surprising directions and smile lines feathered out around his blue eyes. He was an emergency room doctor at St. Elizabeth Hospital. She knew that before his illness he’d had the habit of spending an hour each day in front of the mirror, even on his days off. She’d once asked why he dressed like a member of the Young Republicans club.




    Postcancer Will still wore khakis and button-down shirts, but on his days off he didn’t tuck in his shirttails, and he no longer smoothed every hair into place. Sometimes Lily caught him taking deep breaths as if testing his lung capacity. When he finished, he’d close his eyes and smile, seemingly content in a way she’d never seen before.




    He tugged his shirt cuffs over his still-thin wrists. “I’m not working, and it’s too good to waste. Want some?” He fished the prescription bottle from his pocket and tossed it to her.




    She tried to catch it but missed. The bottle smacked into her nose. “No,” she said, leaning over to pick it up.




    He shrugged as he took the bottle. “Suit yourself, but you’re missing out. How about lunch? I’m starving.”




    She shook her head. “I have to work.”




    “Aw, come on. What’s a guy got to do to impress you?”




    They went through this routine at least once a week. Will wasn’t specifically interested in her; he was interested in anything female. Since she fell into that category, he occasionally slipped into Romeo mode with her until she reminded him that she wasn’t interested. Which was true. Most of the time, anyway. Sometimes her heart sped when his dark hair flopped into his eyes. Then she forced herself to count the girls she had seen leaving his house that month. Six in March.




    “When are you going back to work?” she asked.




    A month ago, Will had taken a leave of absence. “To focus on the things in life that really matter,” he had said.




    Now he crossed the room and spun her chair around till she faced him. Then he leaned down, putting his hands on the armrests. He was so close she felt his breath against her lips. “As soon as you agree to go out with me,” he said.




    She saw flecks of lilac in his blue eyes and felt her cheeks flush. “Did you get the coffee grounds I left on your stoop?” she asked.




    “Thanks. Worked wonders for the azaleas.” He pointed at her computer, which now sported the blue screen of death, warning her that a data loss was in process. “I think you’ve got a problem.”




    “Shit!” She turned away and jabbed the power-down button then waited for the screen to black out. “What do you want, Will? The key’s for emergencies, not your daily drop in.” He flinched slightly, and she immediately wished she could take back her words.




    “Ah, cut to the quick. You’re cruel, Lily Martin. Did anyone ever tell you that?”




    She glanced at the picture on her desk then looked away, hoping he didn’t notice. She had more photos, but this was the only one she displayed. Under her bed, she had eight boxes of snapshots. On nights when missing Rose made her head ache, Lily stared at the pictures until she fell asleep, surrounded by pieces of the life she used to lead.




    She also had baby pictures of her niece, Antoinette. Sometimes Lily tried to imagine what the little girl might look like now, but she never could. As a baby, Antoinette had been different. Trying to picture her as a ten-year-old was impossible.




    Will caught her glance at the picture. He snatched it up.




    “Give it to me, Will.” She held her hand out, but he jumped back.




    “You were cute then, but I like you better now,” he said. “Even that little wrinkle you get in your forehead when you’re mad.”




    “I don’t have a wrinkle.” She raised a hand to her forehead and pressed.




    “Yes, you do. Right here.” He removed her hand and smoothed his fingers over her skin. “There. All gone now.”




    His fingers were soft, and she relaxed under his touch. He put the picture back on the desk. “Your sister doesn’t have anything on you.”




    That was a lie. Rose was the beautiful one.




    “Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “She’s pretty in an obvious way. But who’d want a blonde, blue-eyed Barbie doll when they could have a girl with green eyes and skin like porcelain? Don’t sell yourself short.”




    Lily looked up at Will. His eyes were the blue of the cornflowers that grew wild in the fields back home. No wonder he never had trouble finding women.




    “Not funny, Will. Why are you here?” She didn’t like being teased.




    He grinned, flashing his perfect teeth. “It’s an emergency. I’m out of coffee.”




    “There’s a Starbucks down the street,” she said as she turned around and shut her laptop.




    “But then I wouldn’t get to spend the day with you.” He rested his chin on her shoulder. “Well? Do you have any?”




    “It’s in the kitchen, where it usually is.”




    He kissed her cheek then walked into the kitchen, looking for the coffee she kept on the counter next to the coffeemaker.




    Will made her heart flutter and her palms sweat. She had often imagined his lips pressed against hers. Part of her wanted to leap head first into a relationship with him. But Lily never jumped into a pool without first testing the water. That part of her—the cautious side—told her to wait. Will was her best friend, and she didn’t want to risk losing him.




    She dropped her head to the desk and slowed her breaths, counting each one. The counting had started when she was a child. It grounded her when she was anxious: ceiling tiles, picture frames, flower petals. She counted them all.




    When she was younger, and hadn’t yet learned to count under her breath, kids at school christened her “the Count.” Every day on the way into school, Lily counted the dirty white tiles between the entrance and the library. Her classmates would strike mock Dracula poses, pretend cloaks across their faces, and they’d yell out random numbers.




    The teasing continued until one day when Lily was in fifth grade. After school ended for the day, some students encircled her while she waited for the bus. They shouted numbers at her, laughing when tears accumulated in her eyes, until her friend, and neighbor, Seth Hastings, shoved through the crowd. Seth grabbed the ringleader, threw him to the ground, and punched the boy in the gut. Then Seth hooked his arm through Lily’s and walked her to the bus. When the stress of the situation made Lily start counting, Seth added his voice to hers. After that, Seth walked her to the bus every day, and no one called her “the Count” again.




    Lily had since learned to count silently, but she hadn’t been able to stop the habit. She had reached the number seven when Will called from the kitchen. “I can’t find the coffee.”




    She closed her eyes and murmured, “Eight,”—she never stopped on an odd number—before answering. “It’s on the counter.”




    “Lils! It’s not out here.”




    His words were long and rounded, but if she didn’t know him, she wouldn’t realize he was high. She wondered if he ever went into work at the hospital that way. She pictured him in a white lab coat, sneaking into a supply closet and shaking a few pills into his hand. Maybe thinking you were invincible was a trait all doctors shared. Or maybe it was just Will.




    “It’s not here!” he said again.




    She pushed back from her desk. Today wasn’t a good day for work anyway. Every year, as spring beat back the winter gray, a sense of depression stole over her. Redbuds bloomed and daffodils poked their heads from beds that lined the streets. It was beautiful but felt somehow artificial, and it made her miss the farm.




    Rounding the corner to the kitchen, she nearly ran into an open cabinet. All twelve doors were open. “I can’t find it,” he said.




    She crossed the room, closing doors as she went, and picked up the bag next to the coffeemaker.




    “Thanks.” He measured out even scoops. “You want some?”




    She nodded and grabbed tomatoes and cheese from the refrigerator. Since she couldn’t work, now was as good a time as any for lunch.




    As she put the meal together, she glanced out the window. Off of the kitchen was a small wooden deck with rickety stairs leading to a brick patio that filled what passed for her backyard. It was surrounded by a high stone wall. In late spring and early summer, white clematis and New Dawn roses scrambled up the wrought iron lattices covering the wall. It was beautiful and practical at the same time, providing a small barrier between herself and her neighbors. On one side was Will and, on the other, an artist who made kinetic sculptures out of Campbell’s soup cans. While she loved her old brick house, living so close to other people was difficult for her, even after six years.




    Everything was crowded here. The sidewalks were cracked and not quite wide enough. When passing someone, she had to twist sideways to avoid touching them. Birds fought to be heard over the constant rumble of cars and buses. Plants jumbled together, vying for the little pockets of soil that served as yards around the houses.




    Lily carried the plates outside to the bistro table on the deck. Will brought their coffee. He placed her cup next to her plate, but he didn’t sit. He paced, sipping his coffee and shading his eyes. There was a slight breeze, but the sun warmed the last of the winter air. Aside from the squeak of a rotating sculpture in the artist’s yard and the street traffic, the day was quiet.




    “How can you stand it out here? It’s so bright,” he said as he shoved a piece of cheese into his mouth.




    She shrugged and held her face to the wind, feeling the coolness on her cheeks, drawing memories of her younger self to mind.




    “That’s right, you were a farm girl.” Will laughed. “I wish I had seen that. Bet you were cute with your brown hair in braids and pig slop on your feet.”




    “It was a flower farm. There weren’t any pigs.” She closed her eyes and concentrated on the red glow of the sun behind her eyelids.




    “I can see you now. Barefoot in the dirt. A chicken in each hand.”




    With her eyes still closed, she said, “I told you, it was a flower farm. No chickens. No pigs.” Her mind, though, was on the numbers of Eden Farms: the percentage she once owned (half), the percentage she now owned after signing her share over to Rose when their parents died (zero), the number of years that had passed since she had been home (over six), and the number of years since she’d last spoken to her sister (also over six).




    Being apart from home, and from Rose, was like missing a limb, but going back would be like trying to sew an arm back on.




    “Why won’t you tell me about it? And when was the last time you went back?” Will asked, pushing her deeper into memories. “It’s home. You know, that place where if you show up, they have to take you in?”




    No, Lily thought. They don’t. And most likely, they wouldn’t.




    Will was still talking. “It’s half yours isn’t it? Just because your sister’s crazy doesn’t mean you have to stay away.”




    “She’s not crazy. She’s mad at me.” It wasn’t half hers anymore either. Lily pushed her plate back and stood. She and Rose once had been sisters in every sense of the word, when they were young and naive enough to believe that something like blood could tie you together forever. What they didn’t know then was that it could just as easily push you apart.




    “Which in my book makes her crazy. How could anyone be mad at you? Come on. It’s not far. Let’s hop in the car and surprise her.”




    There was a pile of terra-cotta pots and concrete urns under the deck Lily had been meaning to go through. Most were cracked or broken in some way, but she hoped some could be salvaged. As Will prattled on about the farm, she stood and walked down the stairs to the patio.




    After a moment, Will followed. The deck boards creaked under his feet. “You know I don’t mean anything.” He ducked under the deck. “I bet you were cute then. Barefoot in the dirt.”




    She reached into the jumble of pots and picked up a blue ceramic container. A thin crack slashed across its surface. She turned the pot over: the crack went all the way through. She put it aside. The next pot she removed from the pile had a thin coat of green mold on the outside but no cracks. Definitely salvageable. Inside the house, the phone rang, but she made no move to answer it.




    Will took the pot from her and set it aside. He captured her hands and said, “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll be good this time. Now come on back up and sit with me.” In the sunlight she could see how dilated his pupils were. They squeezed out most of the blue in his eyes.




    “Come on, Lils. It’s a beautiful day. We’ll sit on the deck, and I won’t mention your crazy sister at all.” Lily struggled not to smile, but he saw it anyway. “That’s the Lily I know.” This time when he tugged her hand, she let him lead her back up the stairs.




    He guided her to the far edge of the deck and leaned against the rail. “See,” he said, “I can be good.”




    “There’s a first for everything,” Lily said with a smile.




    Will bumped his shoulder against hers. The gesture was friendly and intimate at the same time. “I just want you to be happy.”




    Lily looked out across her small backyard. The roses had started to leaf out, but it would be a month or more before they bloomed. “I am happy,” she said.




    “I know you better than that. I see it every spring—you miss home.”




    He was right, but Lily didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, she said, “Why does it matter so much to you?”




    He twined his fingers through hers. “You should know the answer to that. You matter to me. What’s important to you is important to me.”




    Her hand grew hot under his.




    “Plus,” he said, “I’ve got a thing for farm girls. You in a pair of cutoffs with your hair in braids.” He grinned. “I’d die a happy man.”




    Lily’s heart quickened. She was leaning into him when the phone rang again. Startled, she disentangled her hand from his and ran inside to answer the phone. She needed to get away before she did something she’d regret.




    “Hello?” she said, out of breath.




    Silence. Then, in a voice so soft it didn’t sound real, “Lily?”




    At first she thought she was imagining things.




    “Hello, Lily? Are you there?” Rose’s voice was the same, but beneath her soft Kentucky accent was an undercurrent of fatigue.




    The surprise of hearing her sister’s voice was so great, Lily’s knees wobbled. Her response came out like a question. “I’m here?”




    AFTER THE CONVERSATION ended, Lily remained seated on the cold tile floor, holding the phone, until a robotic operator voice said that if she would like to make a call, she should hang up and dial again.




    Will was still on the deck when she went outside, but he seemed far away somehow. She felt odd, like she stood in a bubble. Everything was distorted.




    “You okay?” he asked, surprising her with his concern. “What is it?” He closed the space between them and put his hands on her shoulders.




    She closed her eyes, wishing she could hide from what she had to say. “That was Rose, my sister?” Again, it came out like a question. “She has congestive heart failure. She developed peripartum cardiomyopathy when she was pregnant. Most women recover from it. She didn’t. I had assumed she’d be okay. She’s not.”




    Rose had already outlived the statistics Lily knew.




    Will brushed his hand across her cheek. “A transplant—”




    Lily shook her head. “She has pulmonary hypertension. She doesn’t qualify.”




    Blinking hard against the tears that stung her eyes, Lily said, “My sister is dying.” The words suddenly made it real, and she began to cry. Will reached out to hug her; this time, she didn’t pull away. She buried her face in his shoulder, her tears darkening his rough shirt. She could still hear Rose’s voice: “I need you to come home.”
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    FEAR HAS A taste.




    I’m sitting at our scarred kitchen table, tulip and daffodil bulbs lined up in front of me. I should be working on my senior portfolio. It’s spring break, and I graduate in seven weeks. Instead, I’m writing in my journal and gulping lemonade, trying to wash the taste of copper pennies from my mouth.




    My baby is due in late May.




    My. Baby. I picture myself sailing across the stage at graduation, my black gown billowing like a circus tent around my belly.




    Yesterday, when we arrived home, Lily dropped our bags by the kitchen door, then ran outside and clambered down the porch steps.




    “Not going to give your mom a hug?” our mom asked. She stood in the kitchen waiting for us. It was March, but already her skin was dark from working in the fields. Her nails were bright red. Years of pushing seeds into the ground and ripping out weeds left them permanently stained. She always wore nail polish.




    Lily glanced over her shoulder. The wind lifted her long brown hair. She looked like something that sprang from the ground. “In a minute. I’ve got to check something in the greenhouse first.”




    She returned holding a bouquet of herbs. One plant had airy, fernlike leaves, the other, small scalloped leaves. “Fennel and coriander,” she said as she presented them to me. “Strength and hidden worth.” She smiled as if I were someone worth looking up to, instead of a pregnant college girl abandoned by her baby’s father.




    Now I pick up a daffodil bulb and run my fingers over its smooth white flesh. The kitchen is the best place to work. In early morning, light fills the room. I can pretend I’m in an art studio on campus, my stomach still flat, my plans to travel to Italy after graduation intact. In those moments, I’m not returning home to work on the farm to support my daughter—I am an artist.




    Briefly, my stomach muscles contract, and I can’t breathe. “False contractions. They’re called Braxton Hicks,” my obstetrician had said at my last visit. He claimed they didn’t hurt. He was wrong.




    When my muscles unclench, the taste of copper pennies returns. I take a drink of lemonade, but it doesn’t help.




    I try to focus on the daffodil bulb I’m supposed to be sketching for my portfolio. Earlier, I slipped one of Dad’s garden knives through the bulb’s brown papery outer layer. I undressed it, removing the paper scales. Then I cut it in half, exposing the flower bud.




    Most people don’t realize that a tiny plant lies inside of the bulb, already germinating. I plan to create a series of drawings that capture flowers in various stages of germination.




    The flower bud is folded over on itself. I set down the bulb and hold my arm out with my thumb up. I squint, aligning the tip of my thumb with the top of the first leaf. I measure the stem against the base of my thumb. The plant is a green so pale it’s almost white.




    I start drawing. I make my strokes thin and sparse. I concentrate on my arm moving in great swoops over the paper, on the feel of the bumpy cloth canvas under my charcoal.




    I’m not afraid when I draw.




    The charcoal makes a soft phft, phft across the page. I study the bulb and trace the bend of the stem, the pleat in the first leaf. As I work, I try to be the person Lily thinks I am, full of strength and hidden worth. I sit straighter, ignoring the slight pressure in my chest that developed when I hit the six-month mark and never left.




    Lost in thought, I jump when Mom puts her hands on my shoulders. She’s silent for a moment. Then she bends down and kisses the top of my head. The end of her long blonde braid tickles my cheek. “You’re still an artist. Coming home doesn’t change that.”




    When I don’t answer, she turns to the kitchen counter. “Do you like the crib?” she asks. Her back is to me as she pours a cup of coffee, but I catch the slight stiffening of her shoulders that says my answer matters. She was disappointed when I told her I was pregnant, but after the shock wore off she and Dad began a campaign to get me to move home after graduation.




    “It’s beautiful,” I say because it’s true. My father, Wade, made the white crib that now sits at the foot of my twin bed. I see his hand in the precise curve of the spindles and the solid feel of the wood.




    The thought comes before I can stop it. If Lily made furniture, it would look like this. Solid. Beautiful. Something that will last.




    “I’m glad,” Mom says. She looks younger when she smiles, and I wish she would do it more often.




    Another pain grabs me. I groan and hunch forward. “Braxton Hicks,” I say between clenched teeth. I clutch the stick of willow charcoal so hard it snaps in two.




    I hear Mom’s coffee cup clatter into the sink. “That’s not Braxton Hicks,” she says. “We need to go to the hospital.”




    MY ARMS ARE heavy, and I can’t open my eyes.




    “Rose?” My mother’s voice. “Can you hear me?”




    I try to turn toward her voice, but I can’t move. I can only flutter my eyes. Wherever I am, everything is dim. I don’t know whether the light is off or if I slept all day and it’s night now.




    “Is she awake?” My father’s voice. He sounds tired.




    “Almost,” Mom says. “Rose? Can you hear me?”




    Yes, I want to say, I can hear you. Something is blocking my throat. I try to lift my hand to my face, but my arm is weighed down by sleep.




    “Rose?” Mom says. She sounds far away.




    I can’t speak, and I am so, so tired.




    I try to move again, but I’m trapped. I struggle, shaking my head. The pillow crinkles.




    “Rose?” Mom touches my cheek.




    When she does, I force my eyes open and try to take a deep breath, but something is clogging my throat. I can’t breathe! I panic and slap my face. A plastic tube fills my mouth.




    “Don’t,” Mom says. She grabs my hands. “Stop. You’re in the ICU on a ventilator.” Fear is etched across her face and deep lines furrow her brow. Her nail polish is chipped and hair pokes out of her messy braid.




    “You gave us a scare,” Dad says. Dark circles ring his eyes.




    My brain is fuzzy. Ventilator? ICU?




    Mom sinks into a chair next to me and drops her head to my bed rail. “You’re okay,” she says. The words come out in a rush.




    I’m not okay. I’m empty. I drop my hand to my stomach.




    It’s flat.




    Baby? I mouth around the tube.




    Mom doesn’t notice.




    Where is she? The familiar taste of copper pennies fills my mouth. I wrench myself upright, and yank at the tube. Where is my baby!




    “Stop,” Mom says. She stands over me, cradling my hands in hers. “Wade, help me.”




    Dad grabs my arms and pulls them down. “Be still, Rose, calm down.” His green eyes are rimmed with red.




    Baby, I mouth again. Baby!




    Mom, at last, understands. “Your baby’s fine,” she says, but I don’t believe her. Her eyes are so wide the white swallows the blue, and her lips are thin with the effort of smiling. She doesn’t let go of my hands.




    I can’t breathe. Something is crushing my chest.




    “She’s fine,” Mom repeats. “Lily’s with her. She hasn’t left her side.”




    “She’s little,” Dad says. “No bigger than my hand. But she’s fine.” He holds out his hand, palm up, and smiles.




    What? I mouth. My mind is white fog. I remember sitting at the kitchen table, drawing. Pain ripping through my abdomen. Then . . . nothing.




    What? I mouth again. This time, Mom understands I mean: What happened?




    She looks at the ceiling. “When we got to the ER, your blood pressure spiked. They had to deliver the baby. You had a heart attack on the table.” Her voice wavers.




    I shake my head. She’s wrong. I’m twenty-two. Heart attacks happen to old people.




    Dad takes over. “It’s called peripartum cardiomyopathy. The pregnancy caused your heart to enlarge, and the muscle was badly damaged.”




    If Mom weren’t holding my hands, I’d clap them over my ears. I am a child again. La, la, la. I’m not listening.




    Her last words are small, and I almost miss them. “You’re still here,” she says as if to convince herself. “I didn’t lose you.” Then she drops her head to my chest and closes her eyes.




    THE NEXT DAY, a doctor I’ve never met removes the vent tube. His long fingers curve around it, then he yanks like he’s starting a push mower, and just like that, I’m breathing on my own again.




    When he leaves, I press my hand against my heart. It beats like it always has, but now I know I’m broken.




    When a nurse brings my breakfast tray, I turn away. I keep my eyes closed when she checks my vitals. I keep them closed when a nurse’s assistant comes in to sponge me off. The girl lifts my arms and runs a damp cloth over them, chattering the entire time.




    “You’re a lucky one,” she says. “Still young enough to get better. Most of the people in here are old. They don’t have much time left.”




    I realize I’ve never thought about time before. My life used to stretch before me to a vanishing point on the horizon, the end always out of sight. Now it contracts until it’s a small dot. How much time do I have left?




    A week? A month?




    The aid moves to my legs, running the cloth against my skin in soft circles. I count my heart beats. Nothing seems different, but I can’t trust my body anymore.




    When she’s finished, Mom and Lily come in. Mom sways on her feet, and Lily’s skin is pale.




    I turn away from them.




    “Get up,” Mom says. She’s pushing a wheelchair. “We’re taking you to see your daughter.”




    I don’t move. What kind of mother can I be if my heart might give out at any moment?




    Lily sits on the side of my bed, and I roll toward her. “She’s two pounds fourteen ounces,” she says. “All even numbers, so it’s good. She looks like you.”




    My heart flutters. My daughter is three days old, and I haven’t seen her yet. “Really?”




    Tiny strands of brown hair have escaped Lily’s ponytail. Dirt fills the creases of her fingers and smudges her left cheek. She works in the garden when she’s upset.




    “Really.” She squeezes my hand.




    Mom guides the wheelchair toward the bed and helps me into it. When she bends down to ease my feet onto the footrest, I notice streaks of gray running through her hair. I smooth them down. Suddenly I don’t want to see time passing.




    “She’s a fighter, Rose. Like you.” Mom looks at me as if I’ve accomplished something great, instead of merely surviving.




    They wheel me out of ICU and to the neonatal intensive care unit. Mom pushes me to a double sink next to the doors. Several plastic scrub brushes are stacked in a cabinet over the sink.




    Lily grabs three of the brushes and hands them out. “Make sure you get under your fingernails,” she says as she shows me how to squirt soap onto the sponge and lather every inch of my hands.




    She’s fast, scrubbing her hands with the brush, then scraping under her nails with a tiny plastic file. She counts as she works, and I mouth the numbers with her. We stop at thirty-two.




    Lily blots her hands with a paper towel, and then dries mine for me. When we finish, Mom wheels me down an aisle lined with cube pods, each of which houses a baby in a plastic bubble. It looks like something from a science-fiction movie. Quilts in bright colors—orange, pink, and purple—cover the bubbles.




    “There are so many.” I whisper, afraid of disturbing the babies. I had expected crying, but other than the beeping monitors, the room is silent. Nurses bend over babies. Some of them sing. Some stroke tiny feet or hands. Others adjust IVs and oxygen sensors.




    Lily turns down an almost-empty row and stops next to a bubble draped in an orange quilt. A round nurse dressed in SpongeBob scrubs pushes buttons on a monitor. She looks up when we enter. “Is this Mom?” she asks.




    Mom. Hearing that startles me. I need to grow into the word.




    “We’ve been waiting for you.” The nurse adjusts something on the monitor and writes the displayed numbers on her palm. Then she folds the orange quilt down, opens a curved plastic door on the bubble, and I see my daughter for the first time.




    She is tiny, so small she looks more like a doll than a baby. She is asleep, lying on her stomach. Her hands are balled into fists. A purple plaid hat covers her head, but a fine mist of hair pokes out from under it. Blonde, like mine. I touch the tips of my hair and smile.




    Other than the hat, a diaper, and booties on her feet she is naked. “Can I touch her?” I ask the nurse.




    “Just slide your hand into the isolet. She’s having a little trouble regulating her body temperature today. It’s been low, so she needs to stay in there, but she’ll know you’re here.”




    I run my fingers along her back. At my touch, she sighs and moves her head to nuzzle my hand. I melt.




    “We took her off oxygen this morning. She’s been fine.”




    I nod as if the words mean something, but I’m only half listening. I’m too busy studying the eggshell pearl of my daughter’s fingernails, and her toes, which look like tiny peas.




    “She knows you,” Lily says.




    “How can you tell?”




    “She hasn’t reacted this way to anyone else. She normally doesn’t move much, even when someone touches her. I’ve never seen her lean into anyone. Have you, Mom?”




    “Never,” Mom says softly. I hear pride in her voice.




    My baby’s eyelids flicker. I lean forward, hoping for a glimpse. “Has she opened her eyes yet?”




    The three women glance at each other. “Once,” Mom says.




    I take in their glances. “What is it? What’s wrong?” A list of problems flash through my mind. Blind. Missing eyes. Cataracts.




    “Nothing. Her eyes are unusual. That’s all.”




    “Can she see?” I ask the nurse.




    She nods. “We think so. Some preemies have vision problems because of the oxygen, but we don’t think that’s the case with her.”




    Lily says exactly the right thing. “Her eyes are just an unusual color. They’re not dark blue. They’re pale blue, like cornflowers.”




    “Like yours, Rose, when you were a baby,” Mom says.




    I run my fingers over my daughter’s back. Her spine is a string of pearls. “Does that mean anything?”




    The nurse shakes her head. “No, it’s just unusual.”




    Mom leans over me. “What are you going to name her?”




    “Antoinette,” I say. I picked the name two weeks ago after flipping through a baby name book Lily gave me. “It means praiseworthy.”




    At my voice, Antoinette opens her cornflower blue eyes and turns toward me. My heart stops again, but this time it’s from love.
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