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               To Tom…for showing
me the world.
               

            

         



            
            
               
               CHAPTER ONE

            

            
            Four years, two weeks, and three days. To Monique, grief was still a familiar guest, arriving without warning.
            

            
            She sat on the edge of her bed. She knew she shouldn’t be here, alone in her house, engulfed by shadows. She should be outside
               enjoying the waning light of the evening with Judy and Becky and the whole neighborhood. Through the screen window, she smelled
               the mesquite-smoke scent of barbecue. She heard the rippling of her friends’ laughter as they gathered on the deck next door.
               It was the last Sunday of the summer. Everyone was home from the beach, the lake, and the mountains. Swarms of kids squealed
               as they jumped on the trampoline. In the driveway, an empty garbage can rumbled to the ground as if someone had stumbled against
               it.
            

            
            Earlier Monique had made an appearance at the gathering, like she always did. She’d brought over a nice batch of doubles, her grandmother’s Caribbean-island version of spicy hummus sandwiches. It was a crowd favorite. She’d shown up because Lenny
               would have wanted her to. Lenny had always loved these casual get-togethers, sitting back with a beer and laughing with Judy’s
               husband, Bob, over some golf game. He’d tease Becky’s husband, Marco, for doting so much on his own young kids, even as Lenny
               leaned forward to allow those same giggling children to peel open the winged seeds of maple trees and stick them on his nose.
            

            
            Four years, two weeks, and three days. Everyone expected her to move on, whatever the hell that meant. Yet here she was, sitting
               in the gloom with Lenny’s bucket list on her lap. Fingering the crackling edges of the paper in the hope that, if she stared
               long and hard enough at it, then Lenny would come.
            

            
            He did not disappoint.

            
            She drew in a long, deep breath, smelling the faintest whiff of Brut. She let her eyes flutter closed. She detected a rustle
               in the room, like the sound of curtains blown by a breeze. She imagined she felt a pool of warmth, just behind and to the
               right of her, where the mattress canted a bit, sagging under an unseen weight. She heard Lenny’s rumbling baritone in her
               mind.
            

            
            Taking that thing out again, huh? Second time this week.

            
            She made a stuttering sound like a half laugh. Her heart began doing that strange pitter-patter thing, the one that reminded
               her of the swift skitter of a premature baby’s heart, the fierceness of it in the preemies she worked with in the neonatal
               intensive care unit. Her doctor had told her that palpitations sometimes happen when a woman approaches menopause. But she
               didn’t think it had anything to do with menopause. She was only forty-six years old, and everything else was working right
               on schedule. But she’d been feeling this sensation on and off since the day Lenny died.
            

            
            I left you money to do that list years ago, Monie.

            
            She smiled into the darkness. This list lived in the drawer of her bedside table, along with Lenny’s Mass card, his watch,
               and the case with the diaphragm she hadn’t touched since. “You left me with a thirteen-year-old daughter too, remember?”
            

            
            Oh I remember she’s a handful.

            
            “It just didn’t seem the right time, to flit off to Europe, me, a widowed working mom.”

            
            Monie, when did you ever “flit”?

            
            “Is it wrong to want to spend as much time with Kiera as I can? In less than a year, she’s leaving for college.”

            
            Kiera will be all right. She’s like you, Monie. She’s strong in the middle. 

            
            A prickling started at the back of her eyes. The paper rattled in her hands. She didn’t feel strong, sitting here in the dark
               with her heart romping in her chest. She couldn’t help thinking about a biology lab she’d done while she was studying to become
               a nurse. She and her lab partner had put dissected heart cells into a petri dish and fed them an electric current to set them
               beating in dissonant rhythms. Within only moments, the cells began to adjust their throbbing to sync with the ones closest.
            

            
            The heart closest to hers was dead.

            
            She battled the urge to turn around and burrow into his burliness, to smell the scent of cut grass on his flannel. She’d succumbed
               to that urge once—the very first time she’d sat in this empty room, bent over, crying out for him. She’d sensed him then.
               She’d jerked up at the sensation. In her elation, she’d whirled around and found, instead of the man she’d buried, nothing
               but cold and silence and an empty bed. So she’d learned to hold her breath when she felt him, lest she scare away the ghost
               of his memory.
            

            
            Her Trinidadian grandmother would have called him a jumbie—a lost spirit—and in her island patois she would have urged Monique to go to an Obeah woman to collect the herbs and the
               talismans needed to send the spirit of Lenny away.
            

            
            She didn’t want Lenny to go away.

            
            You should do the whole list, Monie. All of it, just like we talked about.

            
            Monique read the odd things they’d written. Slogging through the catacombs of Paris. Rappelling down an alpine ledge. Hitting
               100 mph on a German autobahn. She could barely remember what they were thinking when they dreamed up this list. The project
               had just been something to do to pass the time between chemo sessions or while the doctors were waiting for test results before
               they prescribed more pills. These trips were something to busy their minds with, something to joke about, so that Lenny wouldn’t
               completely lose hope, even while his burly body melted away in the hospice.
            

            
            Lenny never lost his sense of humor, not even in the end.

            
            She ran her fingers across his spidery scrawl, noticed how shaky his handwriting became at the bottom of the list. “This was
               just a lark, Lenny. You don’t even like motorcycles.”
            

            
            Maybe I just wanted to see you wearing leather.

            
            She choked down a laugh. Her chest squeezed, muscling out all the oxygen. The truth was that the things on this list bore
               no resemblance to any part of the wonderful life she’d led with her husband. Their life was here, in their center-hall colonial
               on a street swarming with children. What vacations they’d taken had been modest—cabin-camping in western New Jersey, a week
               in a beach house in Wildwood, one splurge to Disney World—always tempered by the need to pay the mortgage and his medical
               school loans, and fatten up Kiera’s college fund.
            

            
            She’d give up a thousand trips to Paris to have Lenny back, laughing as he hiked Kiera on his shoulders so their daughter
               could reach the red apples on high.
            

            
            “I can’t do this, Lenny.”

            
            She clumsily folded the paper, running her fingers along the weakened seam. His disappointment was a chill as his presence
               faded from the room.
            

            
            “I just can’t do this without you.”

            
            
               
               *  *  *

            

            
            Judy poked her head in through the open front door and called Monique’s name into the darkness. Monique’s muffled response
               rippled down from second floor gloom. Judy gripped the banister and headed up the stairs, noticing, as she reached the landing,
               that a light suddenly went on in the master suite. She rounded the bedroom door just in time to catch Monique slipping something
               into the drawer of her bedside table.
            

            
            Monique shot off the bed and started pulling clothes out of the laundry basket, folding them with brisk efficiency. “Hunting
               me down already, Judy?”
            

            
            Judy noticed three things at once: Monique wasn’t meeting her eye, her friend’s graceful neck was tight and corded, and the
               photo of Lenny on her side table was angled perfectly for bedside viewing.
            

            
            “Well, Monie, you did pull your vanishing act again.”

            
            “You usually let me get away with it.”

            
            “Yeah, but this time you left me sitting next to Maggie talking about her most recent skin melanoma.”

            
            Monique flashed her hazel eyes, begging her not to probe. Judy considered. She never should have let Monique drink that second
               glass of wine tonight. The neighborhood gatherings often set the widow off. Four years was too long to be grieving this strongly,
               but then again, Judy missed Lenny too. Bob missed Lenny. Everyone in the whole darned neighborhood missed Lenny.
            

            
            Judy gestured to the basket of clean laundry. “I suppose you’re determined to finish that?”

            
            “It’s not going to fold itself.”

            
            Judy wandered to the bed to pull a pair of pajama bottoms out of the basket. “You know, you’re not the only Franke-Reed who
               was noticed missing in action tonight. Becky’s kids were asking for your daughter.”
            

            
            “Kiera’s still in the city, working with that filmmaker. She’s going to stick with that internship until the director kicks
               her off the set.”
            

            
            “Ah, yes. Unpaid internships: The twenty-first-century way to work around child labor laws. At least it’ll look great on her
               college applications.”
            

            
            Judy glanced over her shoulder to where the door to Kiera’s room yawned open across the hall. Kiera’s computer monitor was
               on, the screen-saver a kaleidoscope of warping neon cubes. A pile of textbooks teetered on the desk. A blow dryer lay on the
               top of the bureau amid a cascade of cosmetics. A hoodie was tossed carelessly across the unmade bed.
            

            
            Proof of occupation.

            
            Judy’s ribs tensed. She remembered what it was like to have a teenager at home. She remembered what it was like to have five kids at home, to have an oversized calendar on the kitchen wall aflame with ink—blue, green, yellow, red, purple, orange,
               brown—one color for each body in the house. She’d been the captain of the Good Ship Merrill, full of purpose, blissfully ignorant
               that her entire adult life was sailing by in a blur of parent-teacher conferences and Tater Tot casseroles and crew-team meets.
            

            
            Now her empty calendar, a ghost in the kitchen. Audrey’s empty bedroom, like a sucking black hole. Judy’s sense of purpose
               a wisp she kept searching for, while whisking the dust bunnies from under unused beds.
            

            
            Judy forced her gaze away from Kiera’s room. Laying the folded pajamas down, she reached for a pair of jeans and shook them
               with excess vigor. “So,” Judy said, “has Kiera whittled down her list of schools?”
            

            
            “She’s working on the NYU application already.”

            
            “Clearly I’m going to be useless to both of you. Kiera has already started early, which is the first piece of advice that
               I would have given you.”
            

            
            “You can still help. She’s stuck on a list of odd questions. You know, ‘what’s your favorite word?’ And ‘describe your most
               life-altering experience.’”
            

            
            “Oh, yeah. Audrey and I spent a whole afternoon vying to come up with the most outrageous opening lines for that one.”

            
            Monique winced. “Please tell me Audrey didn’t use the story of her teammates trying to sneak a bottle of cheap vodka into
               the crew-team hotel suite.”
            

            
            “No, no, we made everything up.” Judy fixed her attention on smoothing the seams of the jeans, to hide a pang of remembrance.
               “I think Audrey won with ‘It took me awhile to convince the natives to make me their god.’”
            

            
            Monique’s smile was subdued, but at least it nearly met her eyes. Post-Lenny Monique was a hard nut to crack.

            
            “Monie, don’t worry. Kiera’s a super candidate. She’ll fly right through this, just like she does with everything.”

            
            “I hope so. Because, I tell you, it’s really not fun.”

            
            Judy felt her smile tighten. It hadn’t seemed fun at the time, she remembered. It had been stressful and difficult. She probably
               complained about it at every opportunity. Amid the raucous chaos of her home life, she had taken for granted the affectionate
               intimacy, the warm, busy togetherness that had been jettisoned abruptly three weeks ago when Audrey walked to the gate of
               the plane that would take her to California and tossed her mother a casual, breezy wave.
            

            
            Bob kept telling her she should be grateful for the new freedom. Bob kept saying she was acting like a bird who didn’t yet
               realize that the cage door was yawning wide open. Well, she remembered that they’d owned a parakeet once. Her older daughter
               Maddy, appalled at its incarceration, had flung open its cage door.
            

            
            The bird flew out…and then flew right back in again.

            
            “You all right, Judy?”

            
            Judy snapped her attention to her friend and found herself in the crosshairs of Monique’s hazel gaze. She dropped her attention
               back to the yoga pants she was folding. Oh, yeah, she would love to talk to Monique about this—if the idea didn’t fill her
               with shame. Monique worked as a nurse in a NICU. She cradled premature babies fighting for life every day. After Kiera left
               home, Monique would have a meaningful vocation to return to, not just a house that felt so hollow and quiet that Judy felt
               compelled to vacuum obsessively just to fill the place with noise. Monique wouldn’t have to fight a constant, low-grade pall
               by starting an attic-cleanout project, or replastering the battered, crayon-streaked walls of the hallway, or planting perennials
               on the edges of the lawn. “Damn hot flashes,” Judy muttered, picking up the pile of Monique’s active wear so she could turn
               away from those all-seeing eyes. “I swear, if you could plug me in, I could light up half the neighborhood.”
            

            
            “You’re not looking pink to me.”

            
            “It’s just starting.”

            
            “Um-huh.”

            
            Monique’s mutter was low and drawn-out and supremely doubtful.

            
            “You just wait.” Judy crouched to pull the lower drawer of the black lacquered chest-on-chest to slip the yoga pants and workout
               shirts into their proper place. “In five minutes, I’ll have mottled cheeks and beads of perspiration on my upper lip, and
               I’ll be generating enough heat to put steam on these windows.”
            

            
            Monique gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Did you leave the barbecue because you didn’t feel like listening to Joe Davis’s latest
               fishing story?”
            

            
             “You mean the one about the two-hundred-pound marlin?”

            
            “It was one-eighty when he boasted to me.” Monique rounded the bed to carry Kiera’s things across the hall. “The point is,
               you clearly used me as an excuse to slip away.”
            

            
            “Your powers of observation are extraordinary, Sherlock.”

            
            “It comes with the nurses’ training.”

            
            Judy paused outside Kiera’s room, assaulted by the scent of nail polish and coconut shampoo, of dirty socks and ink. “Actually,”
               she said, “I wanted to talk to you about Becky. She came by tonight.”
            

            
            “Yeah, I heard the tumbling of the garbage can that heralded her arrival.”

            
            “Actually, that was Brian’s Big Wheel, which she knocked into the garbage can. The thing is, Becky came by, but then left
               right away.”
            

            
             “Did she forget to bring that red velvet cake? If she brought that cake, I’ll reconsider my antisocial tendencies and put
               up with Joe’s fish tales.”
            

            
            “She didn’t bring the cake.” Judy frowned, concern filling her anew, the concern that had urged her to seek out Monique in
               the first place. “Something’s up with her.”
            

            
            Monique wandered toward the doorway and tilted her head in unease, her fall of tight braids brushing against her throat. “It’s
               Marco, isn’t it?”
            

            
            “That’s where I’d put my money.”

            
            Marco, Becky’s husband, had been put on unpaid furlough three weeks ago as a cost-cutting measure imposed by the architectural
               firm he worked for. The company was struggling to hold on to its talent through a grim economic time, but couldn’t afford
               to keep everyone on full payroll. Marco was one of the architects with the least seniority, one of the later hires. Gina,
               his eighteen-year-old daughter from a previous marriage, was now in college, while Becky stayed home raising the younger kids.
            

            
            “The timing is right,” Judy said, “for the financial strain to show.”

            
            “It can’t help that Becky dented the car again.”

            
            “Body work is expensive.”

            
            “It couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”

            
            “Yes, and Marco’s not home tonight. He took the train to his brother’s house in Hicksville so he could borrow their second
               car while theirs is in the shop.”
            

            
            Monique paused. “So she’s alone.”

            
            “Yup.”

            
            “And her kids are next door, having fun on the trampoline.”

            
            “Monie, I saw her through the window tonight. She’s sitting at her kitchen table with her head in her hands.”

            
            
               
               *  *  *

            

            
            She could do this.

            
            Becky pushed herself up from the kitchen table and slipped into the den, rounding the couch to confront the usual scattering
               of toys. She picked up the Matchbox fire truck and little yellow car, and then she scooped up the Spiderman and Green Goblin
               action figures and tossed them unerringly into the big wicker bin in the corner. She gathered the fashion dolls. She squinted
               at the rug, searching for the little shoes, belts, and sparkling fabric purses. She lifted pillows off the carpet and tossed
               them on the L-shaped couch, pausing to fold the throw blankets and tuck them in the lower shelf of the coffee table.
            

            
            See? She was perfectly fine. She could take care of her house. There was nothing wrong with her at all. She’d finish cleaning
               out this den and then she’d move back to the kitchen and make sure the last of the flour had been scrubbed from the counter.
               She would hand-dry the bowls she’d used to make the cake. By then the pans should be well-soaked enough that she wouldn’t
               have to scrub to loosen the baked-on crumbs.
            

            
            After that, it’d be time to call Brianna and Brian home from the trampoline. On summer nights, they always tumbled in streaked
               with grass stains, sticky with mosquito repellent, and sweaty around the hairline. She’d have to bathe them tonight because
               early tomorrow morning they were going to her mother-in-law’s house for the annual Labor Day weekend cookout. She should probably
               start packing snacks for the car.
            

            
            A knock on the back door startled her. Shadows shifted through the window, and then someone turned the door handle and stepped
               right in.
            

            
            “Hey, Becky.”

            
            She recognized Monique’s voice before her friend stepped into the light of the kitchen. Monique wore a tank top that showed
               off her arms, honed by kickboxing. Judy, a shorter, sturdier shape, followed behind.
            

            
            “I told you she was an alien.” Judy hiked her fists onto her hips as she scanned the room. “Mothers of three children aren’t
               supposed to have clean houses.”
            

            
            “It’s only two of the monsters now. I can’t blame Gina for this.” Becky pulled open the lower cabinet to toss a paper towel
               into the garbage. “I haven’t seen hide nor hair of Gina since she left for Rutgers. But I’m not complaining.”
            

            
            Becky smiled tightly. No use bringing up that other concern about Gina—that, if Marco’s unpaid furlough stretched much longer,
               the college girl might actually have to move out of the dorm at Rutgers and back into this house. She and her step-daughter
               didn’t have the best of relationships. If Gina came home again, the girl would take inordinate pleasure in flaunting the tongue-stud
               she had done on her eighteenth birthday.
            

            
            But Becky had bigger things to worry about now. She let Gina slip away, like water through her fingers.

            
            Monique pulled up a chair. “We missed you at the barbecue, Beck.”

            
            “That’s quite a trick,” Becky said, “since you weren’t there either, Monique.”

            
            “I bailed when I thought your red velvet cake wasn’t coming.”

            
            Becky turned toward the sink to avoid those clear, all-knowing eyes. “I think you bailed when Mrs. Davis started talking about
               her colonoscopy. I hear the Miralax powder is thorough.”
            

            
            Judy asked, “Marco not home yet?”

            
            “The charmer won’t be back until ten or eleven.”

            
            Monique said, “You want to talk about it?”

            
            Becky concentrated on pulling one of the cake pans out of the sink and attacking it with the scrubbing side of a blue sponge.
               No, she really didn’t want to talk about it. She hadn’t even told Marco what was bothering her. For so long she and Marco
               had been living in strained little silences. The act of keeping explosive information from him had been easier than she’d
               expected. The financial squeeze they were feeling was only the latest hit in a long string of odd distrusts and not-so-subtle
               misunderstandings. And he’d been so angry lately, for the fact that his salary had been cut to nothing, for the bills piling
               up, for the car accident. It didn’t help that she’d just found out from the dentist that Brianna was going to need braces.
               She hadn’t yet dared to mention that, if Brian was going to play hockey this season, he would need all new equipment because
               he’d grown so much. And no matter how many elaborate fantasy-castle cakes she made for friends and their referrals, she couldn’t
               bake and sell them fast enough to fill the gap between what Marco had been paid and what the mortgage demanded. It was a long
               list of worries.
            

            
            They all seemed so silly now.

            
            “Hey, Becky,” Judy said, peering at the calendar hanging over the desk in the corner of the kitchen. “Don’t you have a birthday
               coming up?”
            

            
            “Yeah. In April.” Becky held the pan up while water dripped into the sink. “I didn’t think you’d so quickly forget the margaritas
               at Tito’s last spring.”
            

            
            “April, September, whatever. It’s close enough for a celebration.” Judy wandered over to the table and ran her hand over the
               back of a chair. “Don’t you agree, Monique?”
            

            
            “I think I could talk Kiera into donating a little community service time toward watching your two little monsters.”

            
            Judy added, “I hear that new tapas place on Main Street is great.”

            
            Monique murmured, “A little Spanish guitar…”

            
            “A little Spanish wine…” Judy nodded in decision. “I think you and Marco could use a fun night out.”

            
            A night out. Becky shifted her gaze to the window over the sink, to the smudgy, shadowed reflection of her own face.
            

            
            Nights were the worst.

            
            She gave the dripping pan one last shake and then slipped it onto the drainer. At least she tried to slip it onto the drainer.
               Somehow instead, she cracked the corner of it against a glass mixing bowl so precariously piled that the force made the bowl
               tumble over the edge and knock a whisk and two wooden spoons out of the utensils bin. While the bowl clattered on the wet
               counter, one wooden spoon flipped into the air and then rattled onto the tile floor.
            

            
            In the uncomfortable silence that followed, Becky felt a hot prickle of embarrassment. Clumsy Becky, again. Always tripping
               on uneven sidewalk pavements, stumbling over garbage cans, knocking over wineglasses, and dropping whole trays of cupcakes
               off the edge of tables.
            

            
            So adorable.

            
            “Hey, nice flip.” Judy turned the bowl upright and pushed it deeper onto the counter. “Did you see the spin on that thing?”

            
            Monique retrieved the spoon and handed it to her. Becky took it and saw the flicker of a look that passed between her friends.
               It was a subtle thing, a quiet zipping of information. The kind of nonverbal communication that would, soon enough, pass right
               by her, unnoticed.
            

            
            Monique flicked a drop of water on her arm, to get her attention. “Are you going to tell us what’s wrong, girl, or do we have
               to do this kabuki dance until we tease it out of you?”
            

            
            Becky picked the other cake pan out of the water, setting the sponge upon it with new ferocity. She wished they would just
               go away. They knew her too well. Just like Becky could tell by the strain in Monique’s voice that something was bothering
               her, or by the way Judy acted crazy when she was upset, Becky knew they saw the signs in her, too. When you form an alliance
               to mutually raise a passel of curious, risk-taking, hormone-crazy teenagers, you become comrades in a very narrow foxhole.
               She, Monique, and Judy had survived raising-a-teenage-daughter boot camp. They were bonded for life.
            

            
            But Becky wasn’t in the mood to share. She hadn’t yet wrapped her own mind around the news. Every time she looked at Brianna
               and Brian, her throat closed up. She found herself cataloging the tangle of their lashes, the way Brian’s nose tilted up at
               the tip, Brianna’s shoulders dusted with freckles.
            

            
            If she spoke the words out loud, then it would be real.

            
            “Marco didn’t believe me,” she said, casting about for any reasonable excuse for her behavior. “About the accident.”

            
            Judy wandered to the far cabinet where, by stretching her solid frame up on her toes, she could just reach the bottle of whiskey
               on the third shelf. “Beck,” she said, “you aren’t the best of drivers.”
            

            
            “So I’m repeatedly told.”

            
            “I mean,” Judy continued, “it’s not like this was your first fender bender.”

            
            “It was a deer.” At least, she thought it was a deer. It might have been a big beige dog. Or an odd-colored garbage can. It
               had all just happened so fast, and the sun was right in her eyes. “I clipped it on that road just by the nature preserve.”
               Twenty-five-mile-an-hour speed limit and she was riding just under it. “The place is lousy with deer.”
            

            
            Monique shifted her stance, a line appearing between her eyes. “How bad is the damage?”

            
            The damage to the car, at least, was repairable. She shrugged. “It’s more than we can afford right now. Marco is understandably
               angry.”
            

            
            Judy nudged her and held out a whiskey on ice. “Listen, when Bob had his so-called retirement and was home for four months,
               he took every frustration out on me. Thank God he was hired by this start-up online news corporation or we’d have killed each
               other by now.” Shrugging, she pushed a lock of brown hair behind her ear. “Marco is tense, Becky. He’s feeling like he can’t
               provide.”
            

            
             Becky let the pan drop right back into the water as she took the drink. “Marco made me go to the eye doctor to get my vision
               checked.”
            

            
            “That’s like when I sent Jake to get his hearing checked.” Judy rolled her whiskey glass in little circles on the kitchen
               table. “Perfect hearing, the doctor told me. Apparently my kid just doesn’t listen to me.”
            

            
            “Becky, you’re coming up on forty, yes?” Monique said. “Well, it’s a sad, dreary little fact that you’ll be wearing rhinestone-studded
               reading glasses before long.”
            

            
            Judy took a sip of her whiskey. “Hey, it’ll raise the chance that one of us will remember our glasses when we go out to eat. We’ll be like those three witches in that Disney movie, sharing one
               eye.”
            

            
            Becky clattered her glass onto the table. Her hand was shaking, and she’d already spilled some of the liquid onto her fingers.
               She tried to rub it off, but only succeeded in spreading it over her other hand. Maybe Monique would understand all this,
               she thought, digging her nails into her palms. At the very least Monique could explain it to her in a way she might be able
               to comprehend.
            

            
            Becky strode to the small desk in the corner of the kitchen and riffled through the permission slips and flyers she’d pulled
               from her kids’ backpacks until she found the information sheet she couldn’t bring herself to read. She glanced at it briefly
               and then, closing her eyes, thrust it behind her, toward Judy, who was closest.
            

            
            Judy took it and held it at arm’s length. “Wouldn’t you know I didn’t bring my reading glasses?” She squinted as she moved
               her head back a little. “And it’s in Latin, no less.”
            

            
            Monique started. She came around the table to peer over Judy’s shoulder. Becky watched Monique’s face as she swiftly read
               the text, her eyes moving back and forth. As Becky watched Monique read to the bottom, she noticed that her friend’s lips
               went tight, revealing a pale line around the edges.
            

            
             “I don’t get it,” Judy murmured, squinting ferociously. “All I can see is the title. What the hell is retinitis pigmentosa?”

            
            “It’s a disease.” Monique lifted her troubled gaze to Becky’s. “A degenerative one.”

            
            Becky saw the shock in Monique’s eyes and the dawning dismay in Judy’s. Then she spoke before her throat closed up.

            
            “Apparently, ladies…I’m going blind.”

         



            
            
               
               CHAPTER TWO

            

            
            Monique pushed the curried chicken around the iron skillet. The scent of onions, garlic, diced tomatoes, and green seasoning
               rose up with the steam. Through the kitchen window, she glimpsed Becky’s kids playing in her backyard on the old wooden swing
               set, the one she couldn’t bring herself to take down though Kiera hadn’t gone near it in years. At least Becky’s kids were
               enjoying it, their laughter bright and sharp.
            

            
            Monique stopped stirring, her fingers tightening on the wooden spoon. She knew that Becky still hadn’t told the kids. Kids
               that age would struggle to grasp the meaning of such bad news. They wouldn’t really understand the incremental progression
               of the disease, or what it all meant to them on a day-to-day basis. With the diagnosis so fresh, Monique suspected that even
               Becky and Marco hadn’t fully absorbed the consequences—certainly not enough to explain to Brianna and Brian in plain terms
               the grim, long-term repercussions.
            

            
            Dread shifted within her, a solid weight that pressed against her spine. Earlier in the week at the hospital, she’d spent
               a coffee break with a specialist in degenerative eye diseases, pumping him for information. Monique knew the prognosis. She
               knew how it would play out. She knew more than she wanted to know—enough to break her heart three times over.
            

            
            “Hey, Mom.”

            
            Kiera busted through the back door. With a solid thunk, she dropped her backpack onto the floor of the mudroom. She sailed
               into the kitchen and gave Monique a quick peck on the cheek.
            

            
            “Hey, baby girl,” Monique said. “How did the physics test go?”

            
            Kiera rolled her eyes. She scooted to the sink, rolling up the sleeves of her hoodie. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t mind pushing
               Mr. Orso off a cliff to calculate how long it would take for him to reach terminal velocity.”
            

            
            Monique suppressed a smile, momentarily grateful for the spoon in one hand and the oven mitt in the other, because they prevented
               her from running her palm over Kiera’s hair to smooth down the short pieces that stuck up from around the braided headband.
               Such fierce, affectionate motherly urges were usually repaid with affront. “I’ll make sure not to mention that at the next
               back-to-school night. You hungry?”
            

            
            “Starved. That smells awesome.” Kiera peered into the skillet as she ran her hands under the open faucet. “Curry chicken?”

            
            “And callaloo.” She lifted the top off another pot to show the greens simmering in coconut milk. “Swiss chard and spinach,
               though. Don’t go expecting dasheen leaves like Grand-mère would have made you, hunting them down in some side-alley Caribbean grocer.”
            

            
            “So what’s the occasion?”

            
            The kid had a sixth sense. “Since when do I have to have an occasion to whip up some comfort food for my hard-working high
               school senior?”
            

            
            “You’re still in scrubs.”

            
            Monique shrugged as she glanced down at the duck appliqués on her blue scrubs. She’d had one of her colleagues cover for the
               last hour of her shift because she was no fool. She hoped Kiera would adore what she was going to ask her, but since it involved
               her father, there was no way to tell. “Takes a long time to chop all these vegetables, you know that. Didn’t have time to
               change.”
            

            
            Kiera narrowed her dark-chocolate eyes as she shut the faucet off, grasped a dishtowel, and worked her hands dry. She made
               a little mumbling sound, the kind of sound Lenny might have made if he had an opinion and was tamping it down for the time
               being.
            

            
            The similarity was like a needle in her heart.

            
            “I know what this is about.” Kiera tugged the dishtowel through a cabinet handle below the sink. “You shouldn’t poke around
               my room, you know.”
            

            
            Monique gave her daughter a raised brow. Kiera was a good student, a strong-minded individual who rarely got in trouble. Her
               daughter’s room was an oasis of privacy Monique had allowed her, one that Monique had never felt compelled to invade.
            

            
            Course, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t let her daughter think she would invade it—if she had due cause. “Is there something in there that your mother shouldn’t see?”
            

            
            Kiera flung herself in a kitchen chair. “I was going to tell you. I was just waiting for the right time.”
            

            
            A cold tingle washed up her spine. She ran through the usual dangerous possibilities—body piercings, tattoos, sexting with
               strangers, drug paraphernalia. She pulled the oven mitt off her hand and turned toward the cabinet, more to hide her expression
               than to pull down plates.
            

            
            “And just for the record,” Kiera said, “it’s not going to work.”

            
            “What?”

            
             “The great meal, the whole nice attitude, your aura of unshakable calm. I’ve made up my mind.”

            
            “Kiera,” she said, placing the first plate on the counter, “when have I ever tried to talk you out of anything?”

            
            “Well, I know you’re going to try to talk me out of UCLA.”
            

            
            Monique fumbled the second plate. It slipped out of her grasp and onto the counter. She pressed it to stop it from clattering.

            
            Los Angeles. Three thousand five hundred miles away.
            

            
            Monique feigned calm as she dished a chicken thigh on each plate, smothering them in the onion, garlic, and diced tomato sauce.
               This wasn’t what she’d planned to talk about tonight. But she’d been a mother of a teenage daughter long enough to understand
               the importance of seizing the moment.
            

            
             “I’m glad you’re telling me now, Kiera.” She added a healthy helping of the dark green callaloo. “You have to admit your
               mother deserves to have a voice in this discussion, since I’ll be writing the checks.”
            

            
            “It’s trust money, Mom. Daddy put it aside for me.”

            
            Her throat tightened at the sound of the word daddy. “Yes, it is. And we’re both lucky that your father had prepared so well to take care of us, long after he couldn’t physically
               do it anymore. But you know he’d want to discuss this with you, too, if he were still here.”
            

            
             “Low blow, Mom. Guilt is not a fair weapon.”

            
            “But it’s ageless and ruthlessly effective.”

            
            Turning around, Monique gave Kiera a little smile as she slipped both dishes on the table in the breakfast nook—where they
               took all their meals now that there were only two of them at home, and the dining room table had morphed into a staging surface
               for the college search. Kiera chose that moment to drop her gaze and fuss with her napkin.
            

            
            Monique settled down across from her, watching her daughter with the word “Los Angeles” echoing in her head. She looked lovingly
               at Kiera’s hair, shining with raven-blue highlights. On weekends, Kiera took great care to fluff and condition it into a flattering
               cascade of relaxed curls, but during the active sports season, she just pulled it back flat. Monique liked it better this
               way. With the stub of a ponytail, the open plaid shirt, the tank top and ripped-knee jeans, Kiera retained some remnant of
               the active little girl who once tore swaths through the backyard, catching ladybugs and sorting them by spots.
            

            
            Sometimes she missed that little girl, hidden within the perceptive, years-ahead-of-herself teenager that Kiera had become.

            
            Monique waited for Kiera to say something. Kiera straightened in the chair and switched her knife and fork from one hand to
               another, before idly digging into the chicken thigh. Her daughter was a deep, deep well. Monique knew this. Monique loved
               this.
            

            
            Finally Kiera glanced up through sullen lashes. “You know it’s the best film school in the country, right?”

            
            Monique didn’t argue the point. UCLA had always come up on their early searches for the best film schools, and it was just
               as quickly waved off as geographically undesirable. She also knew that two of the other best film schools in the country were
               in California, a fact she would pointedly not mention. “A month ago you were saying the same thing about New York University.”
            

            
            “NYU has one of the top film departments too,” Kiera admitted, “but I’m applying from New Jersey.”

            
            “Yeah?”

            
            “It’s a disadvantage. Lots of people from New Jersey will be applying to NYU—I mean, it’s right there. We can commute.” She chewed another bite of chicken. “But there won’t be nearly as many people from New Jersey applying to
               UCLA, so I’ll have the advantage of geographical diversity.”
            

            
            “You should be choosing a school because it’s where you want to go, Kiera.”

            
            “Duh.”

            
            Monique absorbed the hit. Her ego wasn’t so large it couldn’t survive a few bruises. “You’ve never even visited it.”

            
            “Audrey’s there. She loves it.”

            
             “That doesn’t mean you will. And you shouldn’t be choosing a place just because you think you’ll have better odds of getting
               in.”
            

            
            Kiera started to roll her eyes and then, abruptly, stopped herself. “I have to work the odds, Mom. It’s hard to get into any film school. ” She stabbed a piece of meat. “And it’s going to help that
               daddy is an alum.”
            

            
            “He went to the University of California in San Diego, not UCLA—”

            
            “—doesn’t matter. I checked.”

            
            “Did you check the cost? It’s more expensive for out-of-state students. Just as you said, for NYU, you could commute.”

            
            “Not sure I want to commute.”

            
            Monique stilled a little, soaking in that revelation, staring at the sliver of onion stuck in the tines of her fork.

            
            “I mean,” Kiera added quickly, “Daddy left us enough money, right? You always told me that college was one thing I’d never
               have to worry about.”
            

            
            “I did say that.” Damn fool.

            
            “If it hadn’t been that way, I’d just be making you fill out financial aid forms. We’d have found a way to work it out. You always told me that.”
            

            
            The girl was warming up to the debate. Monique could tell by the swirls Kiera was drawing in the air with the tip of her knife.

            
            “And living away from home the first year is sort of part of the whole college experience. You know, dorm life, learning to
               get along with different kinds of people from all over the world and all that.”
            

            
            Monique raised a forkful of callaloo. “At UCLA it’s not like you’ll be able to pop home for some curried chicken.”

            
            “Yeah, but when I do, it’ll be all the more special.”

            
            Kiera leaned over the plate, her smile slowly stretching wide. Monique gazed at the full round cheeks that her daughter had
               inherited from Lenny, at the steady intelligent eyes pleading for understanding. And it came to her that her daughter was
               behaving more and more like Monique’s own father, who’d worked thirty-two crazy years as a district attorney in Newark. Dad
               had claimed his ability to argue his way around the cleverest of defense lawyers was a product of hard work, plenty of preparation,
               and good old German-American logical thinking.
            

            
            Monique suddenly realized she shouldn’t have started this conversation. She was utterly unprepared. And outmatched.

            
            “Let me think about this for a while,” she said, completely changing tactics. “There was actually something else I wanted
               to discuss with you tonight.”
            

            
            “Oh?”

            
            That was a light-hearted, hopeful, high-pitched kind of “oh?” followed by a little wiggle in the chair and a fresh attack
               on her dinner, and Monique sensed that Kiera believed she’d just won the argument.
            

            
            Monique didn’t want to think about that right now. “Remember the other night,” she said, “when I told you about Mrs. Lorenzini’s
               diagnosis?”
            

            
            “Yeah. Major bummer. Gina texted me after her dad gave her the news. She was all freaked out about it.”

            
            Monique checked her surprise. She couldn’t imagine that Becky had asked Marco to give Gina the news. Gina was Marco’s daughter
               from a relationship he’d had when he was just out of high school. The relationship quickly went bad, and after twelve years
               of drama, Gina had finally ended up in Marco’s custody. Gina had been, hands down, the most difficult of the three neighborhood
               teenage girls to handle, and it had been years before she began behaving in a way that wouldn’t give Saint Theresa gray hair.
            

            
             “I mean,” Kiera added, grimacing, “Gina used to say some really nasty things about Mrs. Lorenzini. She used to go on about
               how stupid she was, how clumsy, how blind.”
            

            
            “Maybe this will make her reassess her relationship with the stepmother who welcomed her in her home and raised her.”

            
            Kiera gave her a look that said otherwise.

            
            “In any case I’ve been thinking about doing something for Becky. Something special.”

            
            “Oh, Mom, I can’t do a fund-raiser.” Kiera shook her head. “If it were any other time, I totally would. I love Mrs. Lorenzini. But you know how important these first-quarter grades are, and now that I’m coaching freshman
               crew—”
            

            
            “I’m not asking you to hawk brownies at the next PTA meeting.”

            
            “No?”

            
            “It’s not like someone is actually sick.” Although Becky was behaving like a mad housewife, endlessly picking up toys and cleaning floors. “There’s no use in rallying
               the casserole brigade. Becky’s just fine making dinner.” For now. “And with Marco home on work furlough, she has all the driving help she needs. No, what I’m thinking, well…frankly, it’s
               a little crazy.”
            

            
            “Crazy? Like, what, buying her a seeing-eye dog?”

            
            “The bucket list.”

            
            There. She’d spoken it aloud. Just the act of speaking the words to another human being caused her pulse to race and her breath
               to hitch in the back of her throat and the curried chicken in her stomach to roll. She’d spent every spare minute of the last
               two days searching airline fares and calculating approximate hotel costs and mapping possible routes and then checking exactly
               how many vacation days she had and whether she could take the time off without causing chaos on the neonatal floor.
            

            
            Kiera looked at her with a face that had gone utterly blank.

            
            “You remember,” Monique prodded, “that list your father and I made, in those last weeks?”

            
            Kiera dropped her gaze to her plate. “Oh. That.”

            
            “Your father put some money aside so I could do all those things—”

            
            “I know.”

            
            “So,” Monique continued, “I started to think about Becky. About all those cakes Becky bakes to earn a little money on the
               side. She models them on castles from all over the world. You remember on your sixteenth birthday she—”
            

            
            “—made me a cake like Cinderella’s castle in Disney World.” Kiera tapped her knife against the edge of the plate.

            
            “Right. But Becky has never actually seen any of these castles. Not a single one. And I thought, wouldn’t it be a wonderful thing to bring Becky to Europe? Show her
               the Tower of London or Chambord or Neuschwanstein?”
            

            
            Monique left out the obvious addendum: before Becky goes completely blind.

            
            Kiera hunkered a fraction farther over the table. “So is this it? You want to take Mrs. Lorenzini to Europe?”

            
            “I want to take her,” Monique said, as she stretched her hand across the table, “and I want to take you.”
            

            
            Kiera stilled. Her hand curled up underneath Monique’s palm. Monique tried to read the shifting currents of Kiera’s expression,
               sensing storm clouds of danger ahead but not quite sure of their source.
            

            
            Kiera slipped her hand out from hers. “Mom, it’s my senior year.”

            
            “I know it won’t be easy to schedule.”

            
            “I’ve got applications due at the end of November, and more in January, and semester grades are going out to those schools.“

            
            “I’ve already looked at our calendar. We can arrange it over the Jewish holidays, the parent/teacher conferences, and stretch
               it into Columbus Day. You’d miss a total of six full days and one half-day—”
            

            
            “To go tripping across Europe with you and Mrs. Lorenzini, fulfilling your and Dad’s silly bucket list?” Kiera pushed away
               from the table so hard the chair screeched against the floor. “Wow, Mom, what a teenage dream.”
            

            
            Monique narrowed her eyes. Her senses were tingling. “It’s Europe, Kiera. This is a wonderful opportunity. You might find
               another idea for a college essay.”
            

            
            “My college essay already rocks. And I told you, I’m coaching the freshman crew team. We’re just starting the season.”

            
            “Then let’s just work it out for when the timing is better.” Monique suppressed a spurt of worry. Becky’s disease was degenerative,
               and there was no knowing the rate at which her tunnel of vision might tighten. “Maybe during the April vacation—”
            

            
            “My college acceptances will just be in. I’ll have to visit schools to make a final decision.”

            
            Monique squashed the urge to ask about next summer. Next summer Kiera would be working in the city again, interning with the
               producer she’d met through one of the neighborhood block parties. Monique mused that there once was a time when she and Kiera
               planned everything together, a time just after Lenny died when they spent a whole month in Trinidad, seeking solace in the
               sun and the easy living, braiding each other’s hair.
            

            
            Now her daughter had plans of her own, appointments and schedules.

            
            “Let’s do it right after you graduate then,” Monique conceded. “Before that producer sucks up your summer.”

            
            “Mom, you just don’t get it. I’m not going.” Kiera pushed up from the chair. She seized her plate and strode to the counter, where she pulled open the cabinet for the
               garbage and started violently scraping the remains. “Why do you always have to finish things, Mom? Why can’t you just leave something undone?”
            

            
            Monique went very still. The question made no sense. She and Kiera were most alike in this particular way: Neither one of
               them ever left anything undone.
            

            
            “This has nothing to do with Mrs. Lorenzini going blind.” Kiera tossed the plate on the counter next to the sink. “That’s
               an excuse. You just want to do that bucket list.”
            

            
            Her daughter’s feelings billowed over her, and Monique struggled to parse them out—anger and frustration and, most upsetting,
               a deep sense of confusion and hurt. None of this made sense. She and Kiera had discussed Lenny’s list no more than two or
               three times since his death, and then only in passing. Monique thought she’d been clear: she’d always intended to do the list,
               someday. It was Becky’s diagnosis that drew her, for the third time in one week, to seriously consider the idea. Becky deserved to go away.
            

            
            So she looked at her tight-jawed daughter and answered the only way she could. “Kiera, you know I promised your father I would
               do it someday.”
            

            
            Kiera’s eyes narrowed with incredulity. “And what’s going to happen when you’re all done with that list? Are you going to
               set up an account on Match.com? Start bar-hopping with that crazy divorced nurse in your ward? Bring home skeevy younger men
               to meet your grown daughter?”
            

            
            Monique blinked. She didn’t just hear those words come out of her daughter’s mouth. It was…absurd. She would laugh at the
               idea of dating, if she could muster air into her lungs. The sad, sorry truth was that no matter how many people told Monique
               she should move on, get herself out there, start dating again—Monique knew she could never, ever bring any other man into
               this home.
            

            
            “Kiera.” Monique took a deep breath, striving for equilibrium. “Clearly, you’re upset—”

            
            “Yeah, I’m upset.” Kiera pushed away from the counter. “It must be nice, Mom. I mean, it really must be nice. You know, to
               just check things off a list, and then completely forget about Daddy.”
            

         



            
            
               
               CHAPTER THREE

            

            
            “So Kiera threw that comment like a punch and then—like a true diva—made a dramatic, sweeping exit.”
            

            
            Judy shook her head in sympathy as Monique finished relating what had happened last night. Judy’s two oversized and hyper-energized
               dogs propelled her along the park path, past women jogging with strollers, kids biking with their backpacks lurching, and
               seniors perched comfortably on benches. “Boy,” she said, “that daughter of yours sure chose her career well.”
            

            
            “She wouldn’t talk to me all night.” Monique kept pace along the path, swinging two-pound weights in her hands. “She wouldn’t
               even open her bedroom door. She just stayed inside, blasting her emo rock.”
            

            
            Judy fixed her gaze on the dappled path. In her experience, teenagers during this difficult year before college shifted their
               behavior like quicksilver, from cruel mockery to icy distance. It was an evolutionary impulse—at least that’s what she’d told
               herself while she’d been suffering through the same fluxing emotional banishment, five times over. It was the only way teenagers
               could handle the fact that they’d soon be leaving home.
            

            
            But Judy sensed Monique was too distressed to absorb the truth. “C’mon, Monie, you must have figured that your proposal was
               going to take her by surprise.”
            

            
            “I thought she’d be thrilled. It’s a trip to Europe, not a root canal.”
            

            
            “It has something to do with her father, which means it’s a minefield.”

            
            “And it blew up in my face. Can you believe what she said to me?” Monique’s ferocious striding threatened to outpace Judy’s
               chocolate lab and her lunging golden retriever. “Kiera really seems to think once I’m done with Lenny’s list, I’ll be dressed
               in leopard skin leggings and strutting on the singles circuit.”
            

            
            “You do own a pair of leopard skin leggings.”
            

            
            “Halloween costume.” Monique shook her head in dismay. “You have a memory like an elephant.”

            
            “You and Lenny sporting the Tarzan-Jane thing seven years ago at the neighborhood Halloween party? I’ll be taking that image
               to my grave.”
            

            
            “I haven’t even looked sideways at a guy since Lenny died. Honestly, if I weren’t still having my period, I’d wonder if I
               had any hormones at all. As far as I’m concerned Lenny’s still here.”
            

            
            Monique tapped her chest with the ball end of one of her weights. Judy imagined she could hear a hollow, unhealthy thump.

            
            “Maybe Kiera will come around.” And maybe Kiera would, Judy told herself, when Monique finally came around. “Maybe she just needs a little time to think about it.”
            

            
            “Time.” Monique let out a frustrated sigh. “The one thing Becky doesn’t have. She’ll be losing more of her vision every year.”

            
            Judy’s insides did a sliding drop like they did whenever she imagined Becky rendered, by slow and unpredictable degrees, into
               utter darkness. The dogs, sensing weakness, plunged onto the grass in pursuit of a squirrel. She put the whole force of her
               shoulders into restraining them, and the whole force of her mind not to think how this villain of a disease would steal from
               Becky the sight of her own children’s faces.
            

            
            She’d Googled the disease after Becky’s bad news, but her mind just couldn’t grasp the kind of scientific and medical jargon
               that, in her early academic life, sent her fleeing to the humanities. So she’d focused most of her Internet searches on what
               she really wanted to know: the possibility of a cure. The only one she could find lay in retinal implants, a speculative and
               untested therapy that might not be viable for decades.
            

            
            Judy often found herself these past weeks trembling in the living room in front of the bookshelf, staring at the photographic
               history of her own scattered brood.
            

            
            “Here’s the kicker, Judy.” Monique’s feet scuffed across a patch of gravely path. “I was getting a little excited about it,
               you know? Before I spoke to Kiera I’d been mapping out a couple of possible routes, thinking about the castles Becky might
               want to see. Trying to squeeze in all those things on Lenny’s list.” Monique tipped her head back, closing her eyes for a
               moment under the light of the sun. “And I’d so really, really wanted to do this for Becky.”
            

            
            Judy understood. The whole neighborhood was trying to find a way to help the Lorenzinis. Everyone was offering rides to drive
               Brianna and Brian to their various activities, now that Becky had determined that it was better that she just didn’t drive
               at all. She herself had been making some preliminary phone calls to determine how much it would cost to buy Becky a seeing-eye
               dog when the time came.
            

            
            But Judy knew from personal experience that there probably wasn’t a more powerful or effective or immediate treatment for
               an emotionally traumatized Becky than a glorious two-week trip to Europe.
            



OEBPS/images/9781455517756.jpg
LISA VERGE HIGGINS

Author of One Good Friend Deserves Another






OEBPS/images/9781455517756w.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.png
%endship

makes the

heart grow fonder

o

LISA VERGE HIGGINS

five
spot

NEW YORK BOSTON





