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      “I CAN’T DO THIS ANYMORE,” HE SAID.


      He leaned so close the frosty white of his breath met her face. “I can’t stand one more minute of my life thinking that any

         day now some other man will scoop you up and have the life with you that I want. I want to wake up with you in the morning.

         I want to hand you your bathrobe when you get out of the shower. I want to find your favorite place to be kissed and I want

         to exploit it. Whether we sleep together or not, we can never go back to being just friends.”

      


      She wrapped her arms around herself as he came to stand in front of her once again. She wanted the same things he wanted.

         But desire wasn’t the problem—they had enough of that. The problem was everything else between them that desire put at stake.

         “I’m asking you to forget this. I’m begging you. Don’t do this right now.”

      


      “And I’m telling you I can’t forget. I need to know what we are,” he said, the words caught between clenched teeth.


      “But why do we have to name it?”


      “Because. I’m in love with you. I’ve always been in love with you. And I’m done living a lie.”
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      Prologue


      Lana Biel had always believed that the most significant experiences of life would most likely occur somewhere equally significant—like

         mountaintops, cathedrals, or under majestic skies. But instead, her whole future hung in the balance here—a place that until now had no significance whatsoever—the tiny cinderblock bathroom of the Wildflower Barn.

      


      “Are you okay in there?” Eli asked through the door.


      She stared with desperate focus at her Birkenstocks. She counted the number of forget-me-nots painted on the mirror’s edge,

         and she thought of all the countless women who had done this before her. In ancient times, she’d learned, a woman who suspected

         she was pregnant would have urinated on fistfuls of barley or wheat, and then she would have watched to see if the seeds grew

         faster than normal. Lana had once found this idea to be beautiful—that pregnancy and plants could be so entwined. But it was

         hard to get in touch with her inner earth mother when her pregnancy test was a sterile plastic stick and directions ten pages long.

      


      She leaned her forehead on the wall. “Has it been three minutes?”


      “Four.”


      “I’m afraid to look.”


      “Either way,” Eli said. “We’ll get through it.”


      “I can’t drag you into this,” she said so softly she thought he wouldn’t hear.


      “I’m right here with you. I want to be. I wouldn’t let you go through this alone.”


      She touched the center of the door, glad he was just on the other side. The test was little more than a formality at this

         point. And yet, she still clung to some small but entirely unfounded hope that the result would be negative. Her future hinged

         on nothing but the presence or absence of a pretty pink line. A big red STOP sign would have been more apt.

      


      “Lana.” She heard Eli’s voice through the door. “Come on. It’s time.”


      She sighed and wiggled her toes, stalling. She thought: A million women have done this before—this worrying. A trillion women. Some woman just like her was probably doing it right now. But did every woman feel like she was the first? And entirely alone?

      


      Her friend Charlotte once told her that in the Middle Ages an anxious woman could learn if she was pregnant by paying a prophet

         to squint into a bowl of her pee. In the last century, a woman’s doctor would inject a rabbit with her urine’s hormones, then

         check the animal’s ovaries for change. Today Lana had squatted over a small stick.

      


      Why is it always about the pee? she thought.

      


      Ages of nervous women alone in bathrooms, stalling the inevitable.


      The moment had come; she raised her head and looked.


   

      Two Months Earlier…


      May


      Dandelion: Taking its name from the French dent de lion (tooth of the lion), the dandelion is a survivor that can withstand even the worst treatment from fickle springtime weather.

         Folklore says that if a maiden attempted to blow the seeds off the dandelion, the number of seeds that remained foretold the

         number of children she would have.

      


      May 9


      Lana stood in the low field that sloped gently behind the Wildflower Barn, her face turned up toward the incredible, storm-mangled

         sky. There was work to be done in the barn—a new shipment of seeds to catalog, price, and display—but Lana couldn’t bear the

         thought of staying cooped up inside. The first thunderstorm of the spring had swept across the outskirts of Burlington, and

         it left in its wake a sky that was wholly spectacular—thick purple clouds torn apart and edged in gold.

      


      When she heard Karin’s footsteps treading softly behind her, she smiled to herself, glad for her sister’s company. “There

         might be a rainbow,” she said, twirling the white head of a dandelion in her fingers.

      


      “I hope you’re not planning on blowing those seeds near my newly tilled field,” Karin said.


      Lana let her arm drop to her side. “Of course not.” The flower slipped from her fingers to the ground.


      “You left these in the stockroom.” She handed Lana a thin stack of glossy colorful brochures. Lana recognized them—a tender

         white orchid, a misty cloud forest, a gauzy waterfall, and a smiling guide. Last week she’d been daydreaming over the photographs

         on a slow day at work, and she must have left them where Karin could see.

      


      She should have been more careful.


      For their entire lives, she and her sister had been a team. Despite their differences, hardship had forced them to move together

         like a single unit, soldiers who fought back-to-back. But when Lana was just a first-year student in college ten years ago,

         she’d realized that living in their mother’s hometown near Burlington, Vermont, had been Karin’s dream—not hers. Before Lana

         settled down for good, she wanted to travel. To have an adventure. Costa Rica had always held a mysterious allure.

      


      The problem was, she loved her sister far too much to leave anytime soon. She and Karin were each other’s only family. Karin

         was rooted in Vermont, her heels dug in. And so Lana had made a promise to herself: Once Karin had a family of her own, then she could see the world. In the meantime, brochures and library books had to suffice.

      


      Lana opened a pamphlet; one page showed a white boat on open water, its sail translucent in the apricot sun. The opposite

         page offered the orange-pink burst of a blooming hibiscus, its long magenta stamen unfurled like an alien tongue. She closed

         it and sighed. “Don’t look so worried, Kari. I’m not going anywhere just yet. I was only looking.”

      


      “I hope you’re not sticking around because of me.”


      “Not at all,” Lana said lightly. And she hoped Karin believed her. She stayed in Vermont out of love, and she had no interest

         in making her sister feel bad.

      


      Overhead, the clouds were twisting and roiling in blue, violet, and gold. Lana was convinced there would be a rainbow—a good

         sign. Come on, she thought. Come on.


      “When’s Eli getting back?” Karin asked.


      “His flight comes in tomorrow afternoon at 3:12. You know this is the longest we’ve gone without seeing each other in ten

         years?”

      


      “I know,” Karin said, as if holding back a laugh. “You’ve said.”


      “Oh, did I? Sorry.” Lana tapped her fingers against the side of her leg, twitching with pent-up energy. For the last eight

         months, her best friend had been traveling to various conferences, conventions, and universities—though the bulk of his time

         had been spent in Australia, where he was working on a large field study. Sometimes they’d been able to talk, but often they’d

         been forced to go for weeks using e-mail alone.

      


      “And look at you,” Karin went on. “You’re a mess. Where are the shoes we’d decided you’d wear to dinner?”


      Lana looked down at her clunky brown sandals. “I like these better.”


      “But where are the heels?”


      “On the floor in my closet. Where they belong.”


      Karin shook her head.


      “What? My sandals are more comfortable,” Lana said. There was no sense in going into the truth: She didn’t like to get overly

         dressed up when she had a date. It made her feel uncomfortable, as if she were masquerading in some way when she put on heels

         and mascara. She knew she looked a little quirky and not entirely put-together, but she liked that about herself. She wanted

         to be seen for who she was—translucent blonde eyelashes and all.

      


      Karin sighed loudly, gazing at the churning sky, and Lana waited for the inevitable nagging to start. Why bother wearing such a pretty white sundress if you’re going to ruin it with ugly shoes? Or, How is he supposed to take you seriously if you don’t take yourself that way? But apparently Karin had bigger things on her mind than fussing over Lana’s love life. She grew quiet, withdrawing into herself.

      


      Lana wished there was something she could do. Karin had been so unhappy for the last year. Everything that Karin wanted from

         life was the opposite of what Lana wanted. They were so different it was hard to believe they were from the same womb. Karin

         was short with their mother’s Abenaki coloring—a red-brown tinge to her hair, a warm glow to her skin, a strength in her wide

         shoulders and limbs. But Lana had taken after their father’s side of the family; she was tall and willowy—almost always the

         tallest woman in the room—with Nordic blond hair and the slightly prominent family nose. A person looking at a photograph

         of them together would be likely to identify them not as sisters, but strangers.

      


      “Well, I have work to do. I’m going back in.” Karin trudged up the wet hill toward the Barn, and Lana turned to watch her

         go.

      


      Suddenly a glimmer of color caught Lana’s eye, and there, high over the mountains, was a rainbow, the brightest Lana had ever

         seen. It rocketed skyward before arcing gently and falling back down toward the earth. Heavens, she thought. No wonder God was so often depicted in clouds. “Look! Karin! Look!”

      


      Karin stopped, turned.


      “See it? Over those trees? Over there?”


      “Yeah. Sure. It’s really great.”


      Lana stopped pointing. Eli had told her about rainbows once—that a trick of optics meant that technically no two people saw

         the same exact rainbow at the same time. Karin turned her back and started once again to walk away.

      


      Sisters or strangers. She took a deep breath. Today was her twenty-ninth birthday. She had a date tonight. And Eli was coming

         home tomorrow. She felt so much promise in the moment, as if she were fast on the heels of a breathtaking future, that it blazed before her, distant but in plain

         sight.

      


      She ran her fingers over the image of a white orchid in her hand, imagining the fleshy texture of a petal under her thumb.

         Then she glanced once more at the rainbow, its brilliance spreading and diluting like watercolors in a rainstorm, and she

         followed her sister back inside the Barn.

      


      The woman smelled of tiger lilies, sweet but musky. He curled around her, pressed his face into the hollow of her shoulder.

         Sheets slid along sheets. Skin along skin. Her hair floated like moonlight through his fingers, and he kissed her: throat,

         sternum, navel, and down.

      


      Of course Eli knew he was dreaming.


      He was dozing lightly, awake enough to know he was asleep. This woman—he knew her. How many times had he dreamed of the turn of her wrist, the cinch of her waist, the sweet, hot secrets of her body?

         When he woke from her, he never sighed and stretched and told himself God, what a great dream. Instead, she’d always left him twisted up and sweating and a little disoriented, as if he’d gone to sleep on one side of

         the room but woke up on the other.

      


      A faint click in the darkness pricked his consciousness.


      He turned his face into the couch pillow, not ready to wake. The woman, she was making little sounds in the back of her throat,

         driving him mad.

      


      The door opened and shut—slammed—and his eyes blinked open. Gray flickering light from the television pooled in the dark room. His body felt tight and gnarled.

         Where was he? Oh, right. Lana’s living room. Her birthday. He was waiting for her to come home.

      


      He could feel that his cheeks were crimson, that the hair at the nape of his neck was damp with sweat, and he hoped his overheated

         body would go back to normal by the time Lana got around to turning on the light. He took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts

         and strength.

      


      Over the last eight months, he’d imagined a hundred different ways that he could tell her his life-changing news. Sometimes

         he would hold her hand and say, “I have something to tell you.” Sometimes he would confront her, take her by the shoulders

         and say, “Enough is enough.” Sometimes he would tell her without saying anything at all—just by reaching out to her with his

         gaze, by touching her face, by calling on the language that men and women had been using to say I love you since before civilization invented words.

      


      But now, struck by how normal—how unromantic and entirely typical—it was for him to be dozing off on her couch, he felt suddenly

         nervous. In eight months away from her, the longing that he’d thought was merely homesickness had turned out to be nothing

         less astonishing than love—knotted up, terrifying, low-down, miraculous love.

      


      And now the emotion choked him. He didn’t want to complicate their friendship and he didn’t want to risk being humiliated

         if she rejected him—again. But there was no choice. He loved her. He had to tell her. All of his hope for the future dangled

         from the fragile possibility that perhaps, deep down, she loved him too.

      


      He took a deep breath, trying to shake the dream of her body from his waking mind. He waited for her to turn on the light.

         Which would happen any second now…

      


      Any second…


      He waited. But no light came.


      Only breathing. Then more. The metallic thump of car keys hitting the floor. A dropped purse. A zipper. And that—Eli knew

         that sound too—a faint whimper, choked by a kiss.

      


      He squeezed his eyes shut. Lana had come home. But not alone.


      Not alone.


      He heard a low chuckle, a man’s. He dropped his head back down on the pillow, too stunned to think. The man gave a low carnal

         growl. And rage made Eli’s head throb and spin, a wire pulling tighter and tighter between his temples.

      


      At last, after they’d stayed in the living room so long that he worried they wouldn’t leave, he heard Lana’s bedroom door

         swing closed. The sound was a nail driven into his heart. He had a quick vision of himself kicking down the door and ordering

         the man to get out. But he had no interest in histrionics that might make him look like an ass. He was already enough of a

         fool—to regress into misplaced love.

      


      Slowly, quietly, he got to his feet, groping in the semidarkness for his jeans, sliding them over his hips and buttoning the

         fly, and then searching cautiously for his messenger bag. He didn’t bother putting on his shoes; his feet would make less

         noise without them. His only saving grace was that no one would see him like this, sneaking out of his best friend’s house.

         That was an embarrassment he could easily live without.

      


      He was searching for the button on the remote that would turn off the television when he heard a door open and footsteps growing

         near.

      


      “Lana,” he said softly. Even before he could see her, he knew the sound of her bare feet in the hallway and the whisper of

         her fingertips as she dragged them along the wall.

      


      She jumped when she saw him. In the flickering light from the television, he saw her spine go steel-straight, and he heard

         the sharp intake of her breath. “It’s me,” he said quickly, holding out his hands. “It’s Eli.”

      


      She pressed her palm to her chest. “Eli! What are you doing here?”


      “What am I…?” He was taken aback by the need to make an excuse to see her. “I got back to town early. I thought you’d be pleased.”


      “Of course I’m pleased. I’m thrilled! The timing’s a little… uh…” Her voice trailed off. He could feel her looking at him. His heart

         was breaking, and he was glad she couldn’t see him in the dark. “How was the trip?”

      


      “Good,” he said casually. “Yesterday I went to a kegger at the Museum of Natural History. Some undergrad showed Neil deGrasse

         Tyson her butt.”

      


      “And people say astrophysicists are stuffy,” she said, laughing.


      Warmth and gladness rushed over him. “It’s good to see you,” he said. He saw the moment she relaxed, the subtle loosening

         of her shoulders, her hand falling from its place over her heart. In the shadows the white of her sundress glowed luminescent

         against the light from the television. Her hair, shoulder-length and cut bluntly at the bottom, shone platinum like the moon.

      


      “It’s good to see you too.” She glanced toward the flickering light from her old, boxy television. “I wondered how I could

         have left the TV on all night. Glad to know I’m not losing my mind.”

      


      “I fell asleep on the couch. I came to… to give you a present.”


      “What is it?” she whispered, her eyes glittery with delight. She looked like she might hug him. But of course she would not.


      “Hold on.” He went to his bag and rummaged around until he found her gift. It was a small box wrapped in recycled brown paper

         and tied with a polka-dot shoelace. Simple, earthy, and a little silly. Just like Lana.

      


      His hand brushed hers as she took the box, a contact so brief and slight it was barely contact at all, but she snatched her

         arm back as if she’d been burned. He acted like he didn’t notice.

      


      “Open it,” Eli said.


      She did. The shoelace wound around her index finger as she untied the bow, and the brown paper opened like a fortune cookie.

         A small purple box was inside, its hinges creaking as she lifted the lid and saw a large pendant hung from a black leather

         thong. It caught the bluish light of the television and gleamed.

      


      “Oh, my… Is it…?”


      Eli took out the pendant and laid it on his palm. The gnarly black stone seemed liquid in the shadows, otherworldly and vaguely

         powerful. “It’s from the Sikhote-Alin’ Mountains. A fall in Russia, 1947. It reminded me of you.”

      


      “You got this on the trip when you stayed with those old KGB guys?”


      “Yeah. The ones with the pet goat…”


      She snatched the pendant back from him. She hung it around her neck and covered it with her hand. “I love it. It’s perfect.

         Thank you.”

      


      For a moment Eli could only look into her eyes, rapt. She was beautiful, any man could see that. But it was more than beauty

         that held him so tightly he couldn’t look away. It was her. Lana. The sheer rightness of standing here with her after so long. He wanted to draw her to him and hold her. To tell her

         how glad he was to see her again. How he’d spent the past three days in a kind of giddy haze because he knew he’d be home

         soon. How he’d realized something that made his heart want to leap and cower at the same time.

      


      But there was no way to tell her. Not in words.


      He knew he was staring. He saw her face change, tenderness slipping into a quiet disbelief, as if she’d heard what he was

         thinking and didn’t know what to make of it. They were standing so close that he could smell her floral perfume, and beneath

         that, the scent of her warm skin. She ran her hands up the sides of her naked arms as if to fight a chill, and the soft brushing

         sound was amplified to excruciating loudness in his mind.

      


      “Lana…” Eli could only stare, grappling with the urge to kiss her. He wanted his hands on her face, in her hair. He leaned

         toward her, a fraction of an inch. If they’d been standing across the room from each other, the exact same gesture would have

         meant nothing. But this close, where smell and sound were so heightened, his small, almost imperceptible movement caused shock

         to flash across her face, as if he’d told her he wanted to make love on the floor.

      


      She laughed a little nervously, stepped back, and frowned.


      “Lana?” A man’s voice cut through the moment, breaking the connection between them, and Lana’s gaze darted down the darkened

         hallway, panic showing on her face. Quickly, she reached out and flipped on the overhead light, blinding both of them. By

         the time Lana’s date came into the room, Eli had grabbed his bag and was heading toward the door.

      


      “What’s going on?” the man said.


      Eli paused, caught. Anger and humiliation gripped his gut.


      Lana cleared her throat. “Ron, this is Eli. Eli, Ron. Eli just stopped by to give me my birthday present.”


      “Right, I’ve heard a lot about you,” Ron said, smiling. His white dress shirt hung open like the flaps of a tent, and his

         hair fell to his shoulders in dusty brown corkscrews. He was tall and thick, and he had a strong nose with a bump at the bridge.

         On the surface his smile appeared genuine. But Eli could see what Lana could not—the subtle, private menace that passed between

         men in moments like this, when a beautiful woman stood exactly between them. “You’re the meteor hunter. Crazy hobby you’ve

         got.”

      


      “Actually, it’s meteorites. And it’s a job, not a hobby.”

      


      “But I thought you were a teacher,” Ron said.


      “That too.” Eli adjusted the weight of the bag on his shoulder. “And what do you do?”


      “Mountain biker. Professional.”


      “Ah,” Eli said. “I should probably go.”


      Lana crossed the room to stand before him. Her eyes were clear blue—almost aqua—and he didn’t miss the message within them,

         meant only for him: I’m sorry.

      


      He blew her off. The last thing he needed was her pity. From the look on her face, she hadn’t felt that spark, that buzzing

         of attraction that was more than simple lust. What an idiot he was. “All right. Well, I’m outta here,” he said cheerfully,

         pulling at the door handle. “You two kids behave yourselves.”

      


      “Won’t do anything you wouldn’t do,” Ron said.


      Eli didn’t smile. Poor guy, he thought to himself. Poor, stupid guy. He gave it two months—three tops—before Lana got bored.

      


      “Happy birthday, Lana.”


      She glanced down, suddenly shy. Then he closed the door, closed them in and away, and looked up at the stars, which were the

         same stars they’d always been, the same stars he’d been studying for his entire adult life. Only tonight they seemed much,

         much farther away.

      


      Twenty minutes after she’d closed up the Barn for the night, Karin Palson reached her house in the quiet outer suburbs of

         Burlington. She opened the front door of her split-level and walked up the carpeted stairs to the living room. The small television

         was dark on its stand and the lampshades were filled with shadows. Apparently her husband was working late at the insurance

         office again. The plastic shopping bag in her hand, containing just one small book, felt heavy enough to pull her arm from

         its socket.

      


      She sat down on the couch, not taking off her denim jacket, not removing her purse from her shoulder, not turning on a light.

         She dropped the bag beside her. The house was as empty and dark as her heart.

      


      Karin had never been the type to put any stock in folklore. The idea that her menstrual cycles followed the pattern of the

         moon was a lovely idea, but as far as she could tell, it was bunk. When a woman from her book club said she’d conceived a

         son by having her husband wear socks while they did it doggie-style, Karin just laughed. And when Lana proclaimed that the

         reason Karin couldn’t get pregnant was because she “wanted it too badly,” she thought her sister was well-intentioned, but

         utterly wrong.

      


      And yet for all her distrust of old wives’ tales and rumors, she kept listening. She listened to her doctors, other women,

         books, and the Internet. She was familiar with every technique and method of family planning: the calendar-rhythm method,

         the standard days method, the sympto-thermal method, the Billings ovulation method. So many methodical methods. Enough to

         drive a woman insane. She hoped that if she just kept listening, listening hard to everything, not missing a single bit of

         information, then she would find the answer she was looking for.

      


      Unfortunately, while she was lying under the furious white lights in the exam room and trying not to shiver, her doctor told

         her the bad news. She wasn’t necessarily infertile, but she wasn’t necessarily fertile either.

      


      In other words, he had no idea what was wrong. Technically everything checked out fine. From the way he’d stuttered and frowned,

         Karin could tell he’d felt pressured to come up with a pinpoint diagnosis, a reason for their broken hearts. There was a chance,

         he’d explained, that Karin and her husband were two perfectly healthy and fertile people, as unique individuals. But together

         their bodies might not be a compatible match.

      


      This was the answer Karin had been dreading. Science had put a man on the moon, had developed “food” that had no calories,

         and had discovered a vaccine for cervical cancer. But in the most primal and important process of human life, they just didn’t

         know enough to tell her what exactly was wrong or how to fix it.

      


      So other than God—who was keeping mum on the subject—who could help?


      She took the book out of the shopping bag and held it in two hands. Though she could barely see the cover in the darkness,

         it had been burned onto her retinas: It showed a woman meditating, surrounded by floating orbs of blue-green light. It was

         little more than a glorified pamphlet, and in her misery and desperation, she’d read much of it by the light of a streetlamp

         in the bookstore parking lot. The author believed that if a couple was having trouble conceiving, it was possible to talk

         to the spirit of an unborn child—to reason with it and coax it into life.

      


      The book also said that some babies wouldn’t come into a home that wasn’t in harmony. Karin had banged her fist on the dashboard

         so hard that she’d almost made a dent. Wasn’t her house in harmony? How could she and Gene be more in harmony than they already

         were? Hadn’t they shown that they were ready?

      


      Now, sitting alone in the living room with the book, she wished she hadn’t bought it. She and her husband tried hard to be

         good Christians. They weren’t perfect, but they went to church every Sunday, said grace before meals, and prayed at night.

         They’d managed to abstain from sex until two months before their wedding (the priest had chuckled when Karin confessed). And

         they’d never used condoms or birth control, only fertility awareness, which had been taught to them by a nun who called Gene’s

         sperm “the swim team.”

      


      She and Gene both believed that if God wanted them to have a baby, they would have one the natural way. No hormones, no injections,

         no sperm banks, no surgeries, no adoption agencies. And no talking to spirit babies. She’d probably have to confess that too.

      


      She heard the front door open. Quickly she bent and slipped both the book and the bag under the cushions of the sofa. At first

         Gene didn’t see her. But she saw him, silhouetted in the light from the porch as he climbed the short flight of stairs to

         the living room. Though he was ten years older than her at forty-three, he still had a very strong look about him. She loved

         his thinning red-blond hair, his big shoulders and hefty build that she’d always believed were vestiges of Highland kings.

      


      He saw her when he reached the top of the stairs. “The lights were all off. I was worried.”


      “I just got in.”


      He moved toward her through the shadows and sat beside her. He didn’t turn on the light. “How did it go at the doctor’s?”


      “Not bad,” she said.


      “What was the verdict?”


      “It’s a hung jury. We need a retrial.”


      She heard Gene’s sigh, saw his back—normally so straight and strong—slump into the slightest crescent.


      “In some states, infertility is grounds for divorce,” she said.


      “That’s not true. We’ll go to another doctor. Get another opinion.”


      Karin tried to laugh, but it came out closer to a sob. “I’m tired of being poked and prodded and talked about as if my body

         were somehow different than me.”

      


      “I know,” Gene said. He reached over to rub her back.


      She leaned against him, put her head on his shoulder. Outside, even under the cover of darkness, the Vermont countryside was

         glorying in its own fertility: hepatica, bloodroot, trillium, columbine, and dandelions bloomed profusely, the mountains letting

         loose in emerald, olive, and mint. And here was Karin. Fertile as a lump of coal.

      


      Still, she couldn’t let this rule their lives. She hugged Gene tight, breathing in the spicy smell of his deodorant. “Let’s

         go out. Let’s get burgers, go to a movie, and make out in the last row.”

      


      “Yeah?”


      “Yes. Let’s go on a date. Like two teenagers out on the town.”


      “Do I have to have you home by ten?” he asked.


      “Only if you promise to keep me awake ’til eleven.”


      Gene laughed and helped her to her feet.


      May 10


      The next morning Lana stood in the Wildflower Barn and chatted with Mrs. Montaigne, one of the many regulars who made a point

         of stopping by during Lana’s shift. The sun slanted hard and bright into the yellow room that had been built to house their

         shop. Other parts of the Barn were utilitarian and somber, used for storage and mixing seeds. But this room was Lana’s favorite.

         She’d hung wind chimes and stained glass in the small, high windows to catch the light. Her coffee cup steamed on the counter

         in the cool air. And though she’d awoken this morning to find her bed empty, she refused to let Ron’s lack of bedside manners

         ruin an otherwise good day.

      


      “I just don’t know,” Mrs. Montaigne said, her Quebecois accent peeking through. “I’ve never liked these glaring colors. Orange,

         red, yellow… Do you have something less bright?”

      


      “Of course,” Lana said. “Follow me.”


      She led the way to their newest display of seeds and picked up a packet of their cool-tones mix. Mrs. Montaigne took it, her

         eyes brightening as she showed the packet to her granddaughter. “Oui. This is exactly what we came for. Isn’t it, ma fille?”

      


      Jackie peered shyly from behind her grandmother’s floral skirt. She rarely talked, but Lana could see that she was always

         deeply interested, listening, trying to figure things out. Lana had always liked talking to children. Watching them puzzle

         through everyday life made her see the world a little differently, as if rediscovering it through their eyes. She looked forward

         to the day she could rediscover it through her own as well.

      


      Mrs. Montaigne handed the packet to Jackie for a closer look, and Lana couldn’t help but launch into detail about how optimum

         mixes balanced beauty with durability and diversity. But Karin had cautioned her not to give away too many secrets. They guarded

         their percentage allocations much like the makers of Pepsi and Coke guarded their recipes.

      


      “Okay, okay, you’ve convinced me!” Mrs. Montaigne exclaimed, laughing. “To listen to you talk about flowers is like listening

         to this little one talk about cartoons. There’s just no end!”

      


      Jackie blushed shyly and Lana thought it would be fun to hear the little girl chatter for a while. But she remained silent

         as they walked to the counter to check out.

      


      “I saw your boyfriend last night,” Mrs. Montaigne said, giving a conspiratorial wink.


      “Oh, did you? He took me out for my birthday. Did you know I turned twenty-nine? It was fantastic. Roses, candlelight, and

         he even sang me a song in the middle of the restaurant. Everyone was looking. It was the funniest thing.”

      


      “No, I don’t think so.” She frowned, lines etched deeply around her mouth. “I saw him in front of the college. He had a suitcase.

         Like he was coming back from a trip.”

      


      Lana laughed. “Oh, you mean Eli. He’s not my boyfriend.”

      


      “Well, why ever not?”


      Lana laughed again and couldn’t help but wonder if Mrs. Montaigne had set her up. The question had been posed to her a hundred

         times—a thousand it seemed. And yet she’d never been able to articulate an answer that could make people understand. “Eli

         and I are just friends.”

      


      “But I see you flirting with him all the time.”


      “Laughing with him. I’m laughing. There’s a difference.”


      “But I see the way he looks at you. You cannot tell me that isn’t love.”


      “It is love. It’s platonic love.”


      “If you say so, dear.”


      To change the subject, Lana bent down to talk to Jackie, asking what her doll’s name was and if she wanted to pick a flower

         to take home. She loved talking to people—about flowers, about the store, about the Burlington area, about whatever was going

         on in her customers’ lives. But Eli was off-limits—a pleasure so private she didn’t like to share.

      


      “Say good-bye to Miss Lana, Jackie,” Mrs. Montaigne said, after she’d paid for her purchase.


      Jackie took her fist out of her mouth and gave Lana a limp-fingered wave. Lana bent down to her level and smiled. “You know

         what I think? I think you’ve got a hug for me today, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      


      The girl grinned, instantly delighted—as if she’d been waiting for permission to throw her arms around Lana’s neck. Then Lana

         straightened her knees, said good-bye to Mrs. Montaigne, and leaned on the counter, hard. She glanced at the clock, wondering

         what she and Eli would do tonight—if they would eat dinner at their favorite hole-in-the-wall Mexican place, if they would

         walk out by the lake.

      


      At one point after he’d left last night, the meteorite necklace had become the only thing she was wearing on her body. Ron

         had gripped it in tight fingers and pulled just enough to make her worry it would snap.

      


      “Is he a lover?” he’d demanded. “Was he ever?”


      Lana had told the truth. Then she took the necklace off and tried to put her best friend out of her mind. Unfortunately, knowing

         that Eli was nearby but not being able to see him had made her distracted and anxious at entirely the wrong time. He was on

         her mind a lot these days, so much it was almost bothersome. The solution was simple: She just needed to see him. That was

         all.

      


      She counted down the hours until her shift’s end, floating moment to moment. And the second the store was closed, she dialed

         Eli’s cell phone, eager to hear his voice. She worried her new necklace between two fingers until he finally picked up.

      


      “What are you doing right now?” she asked. He was unusually quiet.


      “Why?”


      Why? Eli didn’t ask why. A pang of worry made her grip the phone hard. “I just wanted to know if you felt like doing something with me.”

      


      “Oh.” Again, another long, terrible pause. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”


      “No?”


      “I have plans.”


      She answered as quickly as she could, desperate to hide her disappointment. “Okay. No big deal. I’ll catch up with you some

         other time.”

      


      When she put down the phone, her heart was beating frantically as if squeezed into too tight a space. She’d planned her whole

         week around Eli’s homecoming. She even would have cut short her date last night had she known he was arriving early. She’d

         expected Eli would have done the same if their roles were reversed. But now she worried that something had changed, that maybe

         their friendship had weakened somehow in the months he’d been away.

      


      She put on her jacket, picked up her purse, and told herself to cheer up. She was being ridiculous, completely overreacting.

         She would see Eli sooner or later. And when she did, they would pick up where they had left off. Things would return to normal.

         She just had to give it time.

      


   

      June


      Lady’s slipper: This wild orchid requires unusual help to reproduce. The soil must be pH-perfect and must contain a unique microfungus that

         dissolves the seedlings’ hard outer cells. It can take up to four years for a lady’s slipper to fully recover from producing

         a single flower.

      


      June 5


      Someone in the science museum had turned the air conditioner to cryogenic. Eli was comfortable in his khakis and navy polo

         shirt, but his date, Kelly, had wrapped her little pink sweater so tight across her chest it stretched like shrink-wrap, and

         she was furiously rubbing her upper arms to stay warm. In every sense she had overdressed by being underdressed; her knees

         were exposed by her short black skirt, her small toes peeked out of high strappy heels, and her walnut-colored hair was twirled

         up in some kind of knot that exposed the goose bumps on her neck. Obviously she’d dressed for a different kind of date than

         a science museum—a date that didn’t include roomfuls of children with light-up sneakers and jelly-smeared grins. But when

         Eli had picked her up and told her what he’d planned, she said she’d be happy to go. Now it was clear she’d said it just to

         be nice.

      


      He tried to make the most of the afternoon by telling her interesting facts about the universe. The professor in him hoped

         to spark her interest.

      


      “And this,” he said, standing beside a colorful picture on the wall, “is an image from the Hubble. It’s called the Keyhole

         Nebula.” He looked at her, watching for her reaction as she looked at the swirls of red, blue, and green. Her face remained

         dull, as if she were a student sitting in an Intro to Astronomy class. He tried to connect with her another way. “What do

         you see?”

      


      She frowned.


      He tried again. “What does it look like to you?”


      “It looks like…” She leaned closer, squinting. “Like a nebula.”


      He laughed. He and Lana had played this game a hundred times, like kids picking shapes out of clouds. But he and Lana weren’t

         entirely normal, and so he gave Kelly a break. “Well, somebody saw this.” He ran his finger over the image. “God’s birdie.”

      


      “Why do they call it that?”


      “Because it’s a cloud shaped like God’s middle finger.”


      “If you say so,” she said.


      Eli rubbed nervously at the back of his neck. Picking up women had always been easy enough. He had a good face—not rugged,

         but friendly, handsome, with a high forehead and a good solid jaw. The day after Lana’s birthday—the most horrible night he’d

         had in years—he’d successfully scored Kelly’s number at a downtown bar. But three dates later, the usual problems had begun.

      


      For him, being romantic required too much showmanship—grandiose gestures, overwrought love poetry, power ballads, and heavy

         cologne. He preferred the “just be yourself” technique. But that was probably why he was single—and on the wrong side of Lana’s

         “let’s just be friends.”

      


      Kelly had wandered a few feet away from him, standing so that a six-foot-wide picture of Mars dwarfed her from head to toe.

         He caught up with her silently. She was rubbing her near-naked legs together, a pathetic attempt to keep warm.

      


      He sighed. “Look. Do you want to get out of here?”


      “Yes,” she said. “I’d like that a lot.”


      Later, after a big steak dinner, they were standing at the back door of her apartment, far away from the stylish brick buildings

         of downtown. He could hear someone’s television blasting commercials from a nearby living room, but otherwise the street was

         quiet and dark.

      


      “I had a nice time,” Kelly said.


      The last two times they’d stood in this doorway, Eli had kissed her—not quite real kisses, but more of a courteous brushing

         of lips. Now the moment had come for him to either kiss her for real or put an end to it all.

      


      He stalled. “I’m sorry about the museum.”


      “Don’t be,” she said. “I want to do things you enjoy.”


      Oh, man. She was going to invite him upstairs. Any second now. He cleared his throat, a little nervous. He’d been out of practice

         with women for a long time. But that was exactly why he was doing this, he reminded himself. Why he was dating. He couldn’t

         expect it to feel perfectly comfortable right off the bat.

      


      Kelly smiled, her lips shiny and parted, waiting for him.


      Don’t think of her, he warned himself. Don’t.


      For a long time, he’d believed the best way to have a relationship with Lana was as her friend. She’d rejected the idea that

         they could be more, and gradually he’d come to agree. Friendship meant he could hold on to everything he loved most about

         Lana, but he could shirk the responsibilities and commitments of being a lover. For a long time, he was happy that way.

      


      At least, he thought he was.


      There had been no single moment that made him realize he loved her. Wanted her. Over the years he’d told himself that occasional

         “blips” of attraction to her didn’t mean he was actually attracted to her: Those moments were merely the natural and meaningless biological result of a man having a woman for a close

         friend. But over the last eight months, what had started as a whisper had become a four-part orchestra playing at full blast

         in his mind. And now he was here, on Kelly’s front stoop, trying to get that terrible music to stop.

      


      He looked down into Kelly’s face. And he kissed her. Not gently. He put his hands in her hair and tipped her head to the side

         and did what he had to until Lana faded into the background of his mind. When he pulled away, Kelly had whole galaxies swirling

         in her eyes.

      


      “Nobody’s ever kissed me like that.”


      He said nothing.


      “Do you want to come inside?”


      “You want me to?”


      “I want you to,” she said.


      He didn’t mean to hesitate. But she saw.


      “I’m not angling for something serious, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said, a smile on her lips. “No strings. Just…

         fun.”

      


      He stood still.


      She unzipped his jacket an inch. “Well?”


      So he didn’t have to answer, he kissed her again. He wrapped his arms around her waist. He dragged her up close to him and

         felt her large, soft breasts pillowing low on his chest. Finally his body responded. Like he’d hoped it would.

      


      She drew away. “Can I take that as a yes?”

      


      He’d pulled off her cardigan before the door slammed shut behind them.


      June 13


      “Oh my gosh. You’re pregnant, aren’t you?” Karin asked.

      


      It was evening, and she stood at the stove in Lana’s house, stirring a simple soup of vegetarian broth and orzo that she hoped

         Lana could keep down. Lana lived near the south end of Burlington, where she rented a small Cape Cod–style house with white

         siding and navy trim. Everything about the house was small—the rooms, the windows, the yard, and the amount of furniture.

         But it was perfect for Lana since she didn’t want a family of her own.

      


      When Lana didn’t answer, Karin turned around. Her sister was sitting with the flat of her cheek squished hard against the

         wooden tabletop. Her skin was ashen and dull. “Well?”

      


      “I don’t think I’m pregnant.” She sighed.

      


      “Are you sure?” Karin asked. She’d been teasing before. But the question that had been a joke just moments ago suddenly took

         on more serious possibilities. “You use condoms or something, right?”

      


      “Why are we even talking about this?” Lana asked, lifting her head. “Yes, we used a condom. But even if we didn’t, I got my

         period on… the day the mulch came. That was, like, three weeks ago or something.”

      


      Karin snickered. “You mean you got it after your visit with Ron.”

      


      “I just have some kind of stomach thing,” she said, and she put her head back down. “Plus I didn’t sleep that great.”


      Karin nodded. She didn’t really think her sister was pregnant. The odds were far against it. No one knew that better than

         Karin. Under good conditions a couple had only a 25 percent chance of a successful pregnancy, give or take. Add in real-life

         factors like stress and timing, and the odds plummeted from there.

      


      She stirred the soup one last time, then opened the old wooden cabinet where Lana kept the bowls. She supposed she was a little

         preoccupied with pregnancy these days. She and Gene had had sex twice in the last forty-eight hours. She would have slept

         with him tonight as well, but he’d left on business. Her house—so gloomy and quiet—was unbearable without him.

      


      She ladled the soup out of the pot; the broth was so weak she could see the daisies painted on the bottom of the bowl. She

         crossed the little kitchen and set the bowl on the table with a clunk.

      


      “I can’t eat,” Lana said.


      “Try.”


      “Okay, Mom.”

      


      They shared a smile. Karin made herself a bowl of soup and sat down. “So tell me. Why aren’t you sleeping?”


      “I got a letter. Yesterday.”


      Karin cringed at the sound of her sister’s voice. Lana stood, walked to her junk drawer, then dropped a yellowed and beat-up

         greeting card on the table when she sat. The front showed a picture of a watercolor lily; the background was striated purple

         and orange smears. Karin opened the cover.

      


      Dear Lana. Happy Birthday. From Cal.


      Karin frowned. With one finger, she slid the card as far away from her as the table edge allowed. Calvert. She and Lana hadn’t seen their father since Lana had graduated from high school. As soon as she could manage, Karin had

         packed up with her baby sister and returned to their home state of Vermont—away from their father’s Wisconsin boardinghouse.

         From that day to this, Karin had never looked back. And she’d assumed Calvert hadn’t either. Until now.

      


      “He’s a little late,” Karin said.


      Lana shrugged—a gesture Karin was intimately familiar with, Lana’s left shoulder always rising a touch higher than the right.

         “He must have forgotten the real date.”

      


      “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Karin said.


      Lana shrugged again.


      Karin searched her brain for an explanation, for the reason that Calvert would suddenly want to get in touch with them after

         so many years. “Maybe he’s dying.”

      


      “You think?”


      “If he was, would it matter?”


      “I don’t know. I guess not,” Lana said.


      Karin tapped a fingernail against the table. “It could just be that he wants money.”


      “Or maybe he was thinking of us.”


      “After he ruined our lives?”


      Lana shook her head. “He didn’t ruin our lives.”

      


      “He killed Mom!”


      “Not really.”


      “Son of a—Lana! How can you defend him?” Karin said, and only after the words had flown from her mouth did she realize that she’d stood

         up, was looming over her wan-faced sister, and was talking a few decibels too high.

      


      Long ago she used to have a temper. Anger issues, her high school teachers had said. Moving away from Calvert had helped her get her fury under control—that and an excellent

         therapist. Years had passed since she’d had the kind of flare-up that threatened to get the best of her now. She walked to

         the window, taking long, deep breaths. “Sorry. I’m sorry about that.”

      


      “It’s okay. But I wasn’t defending him,” Lana said.

      


      Karin nodded, but she wasn’t so sure. While Karin had a tendency to fly off the handle, Lana bottled things up inside. In

         middle school she’d once been brutally bullied by a handful of mean girls. They sneered at her secondhand clothes, “accidentally”

         spilled milk on her in the cafeteria, aimed for her during dodgeball, and more than once made her leave class in tears.

      


      After the girls finally moved on to torment someone else, Lana maintained that the girls were actually good, kind human beings

         deep down. Some people thought Lana said those kinds of things because she was angelic. But Karin knew better. Kindness was

         Lana’s way of re-arranging reality so it became more bearable. It was always sunny in Lana-land.

      


      Karin crossed the room, plucked the card from the table, and threw it in the garbage can.


      “You should have recycled,” Lana said.


      Karin ignored her. “Listen. I don’t want you to get upset about this. If for some reason we hear from him again, I’ll take

         care of it. For now let’s just focus on getting some food in you, okay?”

      


      Lana frowned into her bowl while Karin sat back down. “It’s not that.”


      “What’s wrong?”


      Lana stirred her soup but didn’t eat or speak. She’d always been reluctant about opening up to Karin. Karin suspected the

         root of her silence went back to their childhood, when Karin was more like a mother than a sister in Calvert’s house. They’d

         hadn’t quite figured out how to find equal footing yet. But that didn’t stop Karin from trying.

      


      “Is it Ron? Did you meet someone else?”


      She shook her head.


      “Did he?”


      Again Lana shook her head.


      “Then what’s wrong?”


      “I think I need to go lie down,” Lana said.


      Karin’s heart sank. She didn’t want to go home. Her dark living room, the upstairs bedrooms that were meant for children but

         instead stood full of storage bins and unused exercise equipment—she couldn’t bear it.

      


      “Fine.” She pushed out her chair and stood.


      “Karin, wait. That’s not what I mean. You don’t have to leave.”


      “Look. I get it. It’s fine.”


      “Just… please. Calm down for a second. If you want to hang out here, that’s okay. I’m just really tired. I’ve never felt so

         tired. I should probably sleep.”

      


      Karin took a deep breath and counted to ten. She was angry. And as usual, Lana was the closest target in sight. She hadn’t

         meant to be so curt. When she spoke, her voice was back under control. “It’s okay. I’ll go. I mean, you should sleep.”

      


      “I don’t mind if you hang out.”


      “It’s okay.”


      “Well. Thank you for making dinner.”


      “Don’t thank me. Just finish it.”


      “I will.”


      “And if you start to feel feverish, give me a call.”


      “Okay. But I’m sure I’m fine.”


      Karin picked up her purse from the counter and looked around. There was nothing more to do. “Good night,” she said. Then she

         grabbed her jacket, went outside to her minivan, and drove out of the city, heading as slowly as she could toward home.

      


      Later, Lana woke from a nightmare for the second night in a row. She was lost in a fun house, crooked windows, slanty floors,

         and doors everywhere. So many doors. People rushed around her—men coming and going, their pupils dilated, their smiles as

         wide and floppy as clowns’ mouths. When she woke she was sweating and afraid and smothered by her bedroom walls. She had to

         get out.

      


      In her favorite pajamas—boxers and an old T-shirt of Eli’s worn to near translucence—she padded barefoot downstairs, opened

         the screen door, and sat on the warm concrete of the front stoop. She dropped her house phone beside her. The neighbors’ windows

         were dark. Cars were lined up front to back all along the curbs. The air smelled like asphalt and earth.

      


      She ran her fingers through her hair and covered her face with her hands. It had been years since the dream had come back

         to her, so many years that she’d thought whatever cells in her brain had once stored the information must have died off and

         taken the memories with them. But that wasn’t the case.

      


      Unlike Karin—who could remember every detail of their years with Calvert—Lana remembered things in stops and starts. She suspected

         the fragments were better left scattered to the four corners than brought together. The pieces, she could handle. The whole,

         she could not.

      


      She fingered a bit of chicory growing up around the front walk; its stalk was tough and strong, its short-lived petals cool

         against her skin. She tried to focus on the positive. She supposed if there was one thing to thank her father for, it was

         her love of flowers.

      


      Calvert had made money by opening up his creaky old Victorian to cash-only boarders, mostly men. Lana never knew who would

         be standing behind the door of any given room. The house seemed to breathe transients: truckers, construction workers, addicts,

         recovering addicts, and the endless parade of girlfriends—women who smoked, drank, and swore with the same ribald fervor as

         the men. Calvert had made it clear from the get-go that his daughters weren’t to ask too many questions. They were to lie

         low, to leave him and his tenants alone.
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