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			Author’s Note

			During World War I, in an attempt to revitalize the French doll and fashion industries, the sculptor Albert Marque was hired by the couture fashion house Margaine-­Lacroix to design a doll. The result was a figure nearly two feet high, head and body made of bisque, an unglazed porcelain. One hundred copies were made of this lifelike child, numbered and signed by the sculptor. Each was exquisitely and uniquely dressed by seamstresses at the Margaine-­Lacroix house as various characters, including members of the Ballet Russe and French royalty, and in French regional styles. The dolls were displayed and available for purchase in 1915. Most have gone missing; those that remain today are considered the Holy Grails of the antique doll world and fetch hundreds of thousands of dollars at auction. As far as I know, the Sarah Bernhardt doll in this story exists only in my imagination.
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			Prologue

			Cornwall, 1915

			Thomas Haynes pulls up to Bryony Manor, the family’s country home for generations, which as eldest son he inherited along with his father’s shipping business. It’s the house to which he brought his wife, Deborah, in 1897, and where she gave birth to their daughter. It’s where Deborah succumbed to pneumonia, leaving Thomas and fifteen-­year-­old Penelope bereft. Over a year later, her absence still makes coming home more bitter than sweet.

			Johnston, balding and regal in his uniform, meets the Rolls-­Royce Silver Ghost and greets Thomas somberly as always. He enquires after his master’s trip, this time to Paris, to hammer out agreements with French merchant shipping companies over wartime demands. Exhausting, Thomas says, and means it. Not only the business and travel, but the feeling he should be doing more, would be doing more for his country if his lameness hadn’t prevented him. Yet deep down, guiltily, he is grateful Penelope won’t risk losing both parents in such a short time. Even the thought makes him burn with panic.

			Johnston reaches into the Rolls’s back seat for Thomas’s trunk and a large wrapped box. Thomas gestures to his long-­time servant for the package. He will take the extravagant Christmas gift in to Penelope himself.

			
			

			His daughter is in the sitting room in front of the fire. In Thomas’s absence, his staff have decorated the house for Christmas. The mantel is festooned with pine and holly, golden Swedish angel chimes glow by lamplight, and the colorful crèche his parents brought back from Italy occupies its usual central place of honor. A tree decorated with candles, white paper chains and red ribbon stands in the corner in front of the heavy damask drapes. The air smells faintly of smoke and cinnamon.

			Penelope’s face is rosy from the fire. She sits on the chair her mother favored, shoes cast onto the carpet, knees drawn up under her chin, navy skirt cascading. Her life should be full of parties and dancing, flirting with boys, dreaming of a someday marriage. Not grieving, not feeling the terrible weight of war and its pains and losses.

			Dad! She jumps from the chair, expression bright, the girl he used to know, and races toward him, arms outstretched. He has to put down the box to hug her; her body is warm and sweet – has she grown even in the month he’s been gone? He feels her relax her grip, start to pull away, and resists the urge to press her closer and cling. She’s too old for that now. I missed you, he says.

			Her face clouds. You were gone nearly forever.

			Thomas picks up the box again, two feet high, wrapped in shiny black paper that shows the stress of its journey in tiny white webs and creases. He holds it at arm’s length. I brought you a present.

			Thank you. She glances at the package, eyebrows raised, the spark of joy at his arrival already extinguished, shadows under her blue eyes, so like her mother’s. You can put it under the tree.

			He tells her she can open it now if she’d like, aware that his eagerness is more childlike than hers.

			She shakes her head. It should wait for Christmas proper.

			
			

			Thomas watches her carefully place the box under the decorated tree, the pain in his heart almost too sharp to bear. He’s been a fool. The exorbitant gift is not what his daughter wants or needs. Neither his money nor his power can provide her with that.

			Cornwall, 1921

			Penelope stands by Bryony Manor’s library window, holding the present her father gave her the year before he died. The doll is unchanged, having been in storage for the past four years, since Thomas Haynes was fatally thrown from his horse. She is still magnificent, sad but sweet-­faced and lifelike, a representation of the French actress Sarah Bernhardt. She wears an elaborately embroidered emerald gown, a fur cape and a jeweled necklace and brooch. In her hair, a sparkling circlet. The doll is lovely, but to Penelope she is also a reminder of the grief at losing both her parents, and of her lonely life of privilege. At twenty-­one, she is leaving England and its heavy, foggy burdens, sailing for the United States to begin again in the freedom and anonymity of New York, eager for the city to infuse her with its young, bold energy.

			Sarah will not be making the trip. Penelope will give her to the daughter of one of her housemaids, a girl she has come to love and admire. At fourteen, Jeanette already plans to break free of her parents’ and grandparents’ lives of service to become a great actress on both stage and screen. Penelope wouldn’t bet against her. The child has tremendous self-­possession, confidence that would approach arrogance in a disposition less generous.

			Jeanette enters the room and stands waiting, preternaturally poised, not classically beautiful but with a presence that commands and holds attention. You sent for me, miss?

			
			

			Penelope hands her the doll without explaining its origins, ignorant herself of its true significance. This is for you, Jeanette. She’s meant to be Sarah Bernhardt, so of course you should have her.

			Jeanette’s eyes widen, she shakes her head. The gift is too much for a girl of her station. But her mistress insists until Jeanette relents and cradles her prize, thanking Penelope over and over. Sarah Bernhardt is her idol, she says; the doll will inspire her to the heights she aims to reach. She touches the jewels, the fur, then lifts her head, questioning. Real?

			Penelope shakes her head, of course not. She’s wondered the same thing but doesn’t know, and doesn’t want Jeanette to wonder either. There should be no pressure to sell, no worry about maintaining value. She should enjoy the doll as a normal girl would.

			Jeanette’s features relax; her smile returns. You won’t regret giving her to me, miss. I’ll take care of her and do her proud.

			Penelope embraces the child, says truthfully that she believes her with all her heart.

			Not long after, Penelope journeys to the United States with an abundance of fair weather and anticipation. She settles on Manhattan’s Upper East Side and finds the city exactly as she’d hoped: thriving, blunt and astonishingly diverse. Two years after her arrival, she marries a handsome Harvard graduate from Connecticut. She never returns to England, though she follows the acting career of Jeanette Alcott and thinks fondly and often of the Bernhardt doll inspiring and bearing witness to that success.

			
			

			London, 1931

			At a party in the Ritz Hotel ballroom celebrating the opening of Jeanette Alcott’s latest film, she meets a French widower from an aristocratic Parisian family. Pierre Laurent tells her he fell in love with her first on stage, then on screen, and that it would be a great honor if she would accompany him to dinner the next night at the Savoy.

			Despite the age gap – Jeanette is twenty-­four and Pierre is nearing fifty – she is attracted to his kind, gentle eyes and impeccable manners, as well as the security his wealth promises. She knows her star turn won’t last forever.

			Their dinner the next night is the first of many, with Pierre crossing the Channel often to court his chère actrice. In 1933, they are married, quietly but in great style, and honeymoon abroad. On their return, they settle in Pierre’s elegant apartment on the rue Lyautey in Paris’s exclusive 16th arrondissement, a home that has been in his family for generations.

			The Bernhardt doll moves with them and resides on a stand in Jeanette’s bedroom, protected under a glass dome. Sarah has been her constant companion from the day she received her. Jeanette considers her a good-­luck charm, and enjoys half believing that Bernhardt’s magic came to her through the likeness.

			In 1945, aged thirty-­eight, Jeanette dies of complications from childbirth. Pierre mourns the dead infant and his chère actrice until his death from heart disease at eighty-­six. Natalie Laurent, Pierre’s daughter from a previous marriage, inherits the Paris apartment. She visits her country and ancestral home during summer breaks from her professorship at the University of Kansas.

			
			

			Sarah Bernhardt stands patiently on the stand in Jeanette’s old bedroom, safe from dust and wear under her glass dome. No one who has seen or held her since Thomas Haynes, early in the century, is aware of her value, and not even he could predict how rare and precious she would become.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 1

			Ah! It’s a perfect night for sleeping

			The stars shine like fire in the stream

			And the sky hasn’t a single cloud

			One could say it’s only for Love

			That such a lovely night replaced the day.

			Marceline Desbordes-­Valmore, ‘L’adieu du soir’

			Sunday, May 25, 1975

			Helen pulled impatiently at her ball of yarn, finished the row, then held up her work. Hmph. After knitting forever, what would someday be a sweater for her boyfriend Kevin still looked like a scarf for a toy poodle.

			She’d been back in Indiana, her hometown of Zionsville, for four days, six since the University of Kansas’s 103rd commencement, at which Robert F. Bennett, governor of Kansas, had urged them all to go forth and do great things for their families and countries.

			Did knitting count? As pleasant as it was to be sitting on the roomy front porch of the house her grandfather built, on this warm sunny day, with smells of Mom’s Sunday roast wafting through open windows, restlessness had already settled in. Fledged from college, she’d been primed, along with her fellow graduates, to soar into life. Instead she’d been plopped back into her parents’ nest after they shot down the idea of her sharing an apartment in Indianapolis with her college roommate, Stefanie. Not so fast, young lady. Helen should stay home and save for her future, then see what kind of life she could afford. Parent code for Stay where we can keep an eye on you until Kevin proposes and we can hand you off safely.

			
			

			The youngest of her three younger brothers, Buddy – christened Alfred, but call him that and risk violence – sat on the porch swing, one arm around his girlfriend, Bridget, a sweet and mostly silent Cindy Brady lookalike whom Buddy had been dating since ninth grade. He was smirking. ‘Hey, Hellenback. Think you’ll finish that sweater in time to bury Kevin in it?’

			‘Nice, Buddy.’ She picked a bit of wool off her cotton dress, noticing how its color had faded, wishing she could buy a new one. Maybe after a few paychecks. ‘If you’re that worried, why don’t you learn how to knit and help me?’

			He scoffed. ‘Girl stuff!’

			‘Not at all.’ She started the next row, keeping her expression placid. ‘A lot of guys at KU were knitters. Football players in particular. It was part of their training.’

			‘No way.’ Buddy sounded just doubtful enough. ‘Really?’

			‘Oh yeah.’ Helen nodded earnestly. ‘They donated what they made to local charities. Sweaters and hats and scarves, bra and panty sets they liked to try on each other while dancing the—’

			‘Hey!’ Buddy’s voice cracked with outrage.

			‘Oh my gaw!’ Sweet Bridget burst out laughing. ‘I totally believed you!’

			Helen grinned. ‘It could happen . . .’

			‘Hellooo!’ Rosy, their down-­the-­street neighbor on her daily amble up Valley View Drive, hands clasped behind her back, plastic twist-­tie protruding from her mouth – her comfort item after giving up smoking. Following dutifully, fast as he could waddle, her overweight Scottie, unimaginatively named Scotty.

			
			

			‘Uh-­oh.’ Buddy brightened into smug glee. ‘You’re in for it now, Hell. Nosy Rosy, ready to find out everything you’ve been up to since spring break.’

			‘Hi, Mrs Cooper,’ Helen called.

			‘Helen, welcome home!’ Rosy moseyed up the Kenyons’ front walk, removing the twist-­tie to speak. ‘Congratulations, graduate. You must be proud of your sister, Buddy. Maybe she’ll inspire you to go to college too.’

			‘Not me.’ He jerked his head of frizzy red hair toward Helen. ‘She’s the brains of the family.’

			‘Aw, don’t say that.’ Bridget play-­punched his arm. ‘You’re totally smart, Buddy. You got almost straight A’s. Well, a few anyway. At least this past semester.’

			‘Come to think of it . . .’ He puffed out his skinny chest. ‘I’m brilliant.’

			Rosy dismissed him with a gesture. ‘What are your plans, Helen? Are you and Kevin engaged yet?’

			‘Not yet.’ Helen spoke cheerfully over a burn of annoyance. Some people . . .

			‘Don’t you worry, it’s only a matter of time. Such a nice boy.’ Her eyes gleamed with curiosity behind thick glasses. ‘What will you do in the meantime?’

			‘I’m working at Henkel’s again this summer.’ Three months scooping ice cream, no hope of parole. Toward the end of senior-­year craziness, taking the same old summer job had seemed like the easiest way to make Mom and Dad stop asking what she was planning. ‘Then I’ll see what’s next.’

			‘She doesn’t need to worry. High-­paying jobs will fall into her lap. Her and every other French major.’ Buddy guffawed. ‘Four years and thousands of dollars to study some dead medieval poet.’

			
			

			‘Nineteenth-­century, not medieval. La belle Marceline Desbordes-­Valmore.’ Helen sang the name in her most overdone French accent. ‘I’d be happy to quote you some or all of her poem “L’adieu du—”’

			‘No.’ Buddy covered his ears.

			‘Your sister will have the same job as your mom – a wife and mother. Plenty good career for any woman, despite what those feminists say.’ Rosy pointed her twist-­tie at Helen. ‘Mark my words, Kevin will ask you. I saw how he looked at you last Christmas.’

			Helen smiled politely, glad to be able to keep her eyes on the wool, nerves fluttering as they invariably did when she thought about Kevin proposing, a combination of excitement and a darker emotion she put down to normal jitters. Something was certainly up with him lately. He’d been harried and mysterious during their last weeks of school, and when she’d called last Wednesday to tell him she and her parents had arrived safely back in Indiana, he’d still sounded keyed up, and vague about when she’d see him again. She knew better than to press. He’d tell her in his own time. They loved and trusted each other absolutely.

			‘Mmm.’ Rosy sniffed the air. ‘Sunday dinner sure smells good. Your mom’s the best cook on the street.’

			Helen heard a muffled groan from her brother and saw Bridget elbow him to be quiet. Rosy had a talent for getting herself invited to meals. Maggie Kenyon was a total softie when it came to the aging widow.

			Helen was not. ‘I’ll pass along the compliment. She’ll appreciate it.’

			‘Children?’ On cue, Maggie, aka Mom, appeared at the screen door of the house, slender and lovely in a floral sleeveless sheath, fancier than her usual Sunday wear, pearls at her throat, rust-­orange hair up in a bun. ‘Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes, give or take. Hi, Rosalie, good to see you.’

			
			

			‘I was just telling Helen the smells out here are spectacular.’

			‘Thank you.’ Mom stepped onto the porch, spreading aromas of roast pork and Eau de Rochas, her favorite perfume. She was flushed, eyes sparkling.

			‘Mom, look at you!’ Buddy whistled between his teeth. ‘What is up?’

			‘Do I need a reason to dress nicely? It’s lovely having Helen . . .’ Maggie did a double-­take at her son and put her hands on her hips. ‘What is on your feet?’

			Everyone looked. Buddy had made an effort to dress for Sunday dinner as Mom always insisted, wearing a collared shirt and clean khakis, but his sneakers were untied and filthy.

			‘I couldn’t find my good shoes.’

			‘They’re in your closet. March right upstairs and put them on.’

			Buddy left, grumbling. Sweet Bridget looked blank, caught between pleasing her probably future mother-­in-­law and supporting her beloved.

			Helen hid a snort of laughter. Her brother thought himself the family rebel, but he’d fallen close enough to the tree to be tangled in its branches. Likewise, Dustin and Conroy had followed their father’s path into the army after high school, and would probably settle back here in a few years to run the Kenyon Hardware stores with Buddy and Dad.

			Like Rosy, Helen was sure Kevin would propose, and equally sure he wouldn’t want to live in Zionsville. Not being engaged yet, they’d discussed the future only in general terms, careful not to take forever for granted until they legally could, but she could tell his heart wasn’t here in Indiana. Aside from a few years served in Vietnam after high school, he’d lived his whole life in Lawrence, Kansas, home of their alma mater. He’d want to move somewhere new, as she did; maybe California or Texas or Vermont. Helen was dying to explore more of the country. Heck, she was dying to explore the world, though Kevin had no interest in leaving the US. Once he proposed they could talk about their plans more openly.

			
			

			In any case, there’d be no Kenyon Hardware in her future.

			‘You’ll excuse us, Rosalie.’ Mom put her arm around Helen. ‘Family celebration today.’

			‘Well. I was just leaving.’ Rosy turned stiffly and started back down the sidewalk, Scotty waddling behind her.

			‘See you soon!’ Mom waited until Rosy was out of earshot, rubbing her daughter’s shoulder affectionately. ‘I love dogs, but that mutt is a disgrace. Not his fault, but really.’

			Bridget giggled. ‘He can’t hardly move!’

			Helen shoved her needle tips into the ball of blue wool and put the barely started project into a quilted bag her grandmother had used for her needlework. Mom had passed it down the previous year, along with Grandma’s full set of needles and other doodads – counters and crochet hooks and tiny rings that must be used for something. Helen secretly loved the old-­fashioned idea of sitting in a rocking chair, pregnant with Kevin’s child, knitting baby things in their home.

			‘I suppose it’s some comfort to her to spoil the creature.’ Mom gave Helen one last squeeze, still staring at the spot where Rosalie last stood. ‘I can’t say I know how I’d act if I was left on earth without your father. I’d probably lose my marbles.’

			‘Too.’ Helen finished what her mother was too polite to say.

			Behind them the phone gave half a ring. Maggie started, then lunged for the front door.

			
			

			Inside, Buddy shouted, ‘I’ll get it.’ His feet thundered down the stairs.

			Mom stayed at the door, rigid and alert, while Helen and Bridget exchanged glances and shrugged.

			‘Your father will be down in a few minutes.’ Mom turned back, apparently satisfied that nothing urgent had happened. ‘We’ll sit down when the—’

			‘Hellenback, it’s for you!’

			‘Ooh!’ Helen jumped to her feet. ‘Maybe it’s Kevin.’

			She ran eagerly to the den, where Buddy stood covering the handset mouthpiece. ‘Some lady with a weird accent. “Ma-­damn Low-­run” or something.’

			‘Madame Laurent, my French professor.’ Helen held out her hand for the phone, dying of curiosity. ‘And in every other country and most of this one, you have a weird accent too.’

			‘Ma-­damn Lawkkkkkhhh.’ Buddy put a hand to his throat, fake-­choking on a French r.

			Helen yanked the phone away and turned her back, gesturing Buddy to leave the room. Natalie Laurent was her favorite teacher and her adviser. She’d been adamant about wanting Helen’s phone number so they could stay in touch after graduation, mentioning something about an opportunity she hadn’t yet been able to discuss. Maybe this was the time! ‘Bonjour, Madame Laurent, comment allez-­vous?’

			‘Très bien, merci. I’m sorry I wasn’t around to congratulate you on your graduation. An excellent student and a joy to teach.’

			‘That’s okay, and thank you. I loved all the classes I took with you. And I was so grateful for your help with my final project.’

			‘Ce n’était rien. It was a pleasure. Marceline Desbordes-­Valmore deserves much more than the anonymity society forced her into. You did a marvelous job.’

			
			

			‘Thank you.’ Helen’s heart sank a little. Was that the only reason she’d called?

			‘Alors! So! I am calling to let you know that I’m retiring this year.’

			‘Oh no! Or . . . congratulations.’ How did people feel about retiring? ‘Your students will miss you. Definitely the university’s loss.’

			‘Thank you, my dear. It is time, and I’m happy about it. But also you may remember I spoke of an opportunity.’

			‘Yes.’ Helen’s heart rose again, fingers lacing through the curlicue phone cord, as if she were still in high school on calls dependably long enough to annoy her parents.

			‘I had to wait until I notified the university of my retirement, but I can tell you all about it now. I’ll be going back to Paris in a few weeks. I own an apartment on rue Lyautey in the 16th arrondissement, which has belonged to my family since the nineteenth century. It’s too large for one person, so I’m going to move to a smaller place, and my nephew and his family will move in sometime next year. The apartment has generations of belongings still in it, which is more than I want to cope with alone. You mentioned how much you wanted to visit Paris, so I am inviting you to come help me. There are many things in the home that will interest you, and of course there is the city and all it has to offer.’

			Helen hardly dared breathe. A lifelong dream suddenly within reach. It was hard to comprehend.

			‘You can be as independent as you want, maybe work with me in the mornings and explore in the afternoons. I will provide room and board and a small salary for whatever you’d like to do. Also, my friend Cybèle has a flower shop near the Jardin du Luxembourg, and would be happy to hire you a few hours a week if you’d like a little more cash. Your only expense would be the plane to get there and back. You may stay as long as you wish, starting in September. Three months, six months, living like a real Parisienne. What do you say?’

			
			

			Helen became aware that her eyes were open about as wide as they could get, and that she was clutching the cord to her chest, fingers tangled in the grubby rubber.

			Paris!

			‘Oh my gosh, Madame Laurent, that sounds like everything I’ve ever dreamed of.’

			The Frenchwoman snorted. ‘You need bigger dreams.’

			Helen laughed. Natalie Laurent was a sharp-­tongued but deeply kind person. Halfway through Helen’s junior year, overwhelmed and near tears over three papers due on the same day, she’d bumped into her professor on the way to the library. Madame Laurent had taken immediate charge, brought Helen to her house, made tea and offered home-­made shortbread. While Helen sat gratefully sipping, trying not to eat all the cookies, Madame Laurent gave her a pep talk about her own struggles as a young woman in a foreign country, determined to become a college professor at a time when women simply weren’t. She’d ended with a flourish and a Molière quote: Plus grand est l’obstacle, et plus grande est la gloire de le surmonter. The greater the obstacle, the more glory in overcoming it.

			Renewed in body and spirit, Helen had gone back to the library and finished wrestling the papers into submission.

			‘So what do you think?’

			She wanted so much to sound like an independent oh là là woman of the world, in charge of her own life and decisions. Unfortunately, she wasn’t. ‘I’ll need to—’

			‘Of course, you will want to discuss with your parents.’

			‘Yes. But thank you so much for thinking of me, Madame Laurent. It sounds absolutely fantastic.’

			
			

			More than fantastic. It sounded perfect. But she’d need to talk it over not only with her parents, but also with Kevin, since they’d been more and more serious lately about planning a future together, fulfilling Kevin’s dream of owning a farm.

			‘Take your time. I’ll be spending the summer on the coast of Brittany with a friend, so you wouldn’t be traveling until September at the earliest. I’ll give you my number here in Kansas. You can let me know what you decide before I leave in a few weeks.’

			Hand shaky with excitement, Helen jotted Madame Laurent’s number on the message pad by the telephone, and thanked her teacher about a million times, only half of what she wanted to. After she hung up, she stood pressing her hand to her hot forehead, trying to calm down enough to think rationally.

			Paris!

			Really, was there anything else to consider?

			Of course there was. She and Kevin hadn’t been apart for longer than a few weeks since they started dating two years earlier, though she had complete faith that their relationship would outlast whatever life threw at it, and equal faith that if she decided to go, Kevin wouldn’t object. He’d heard more of her travel fantasies than anyone. And he’d shared his, which were brief and to the point: none. Unless dramatic changes took place, Helen would be exploring the world on her own.

			A loud honk out front made her jump.

			‘Helen?’ Her mother’s pleasant voice from the kitchen. ‘Can you go see who that is? I’m busy in here.’

			Frowning, Helen turned toward the window. Since when did Mom think honking instead of ringing the doorbell was anything but ignorably rude?

			One step later, she got a view of the car parked out front and let out a squeal, almost tripping over a chair in her race for the front door.

			
			

			Kevin! She burst out of the house and practically knocked him over backwards leaping into his arms. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘Trying not to get killed.’ He chuckled, swung her around and kissed her, then gazed into her face with deserved smugness. ‘Surprised?’

			‘Completely! I’m so happy to see you! Come in, come in. How long have you been on the road? I think dinner’s just ready. Mom?’

			Mom was already outside, followed closely by Helen’s tall, handsome father, wearing a jacket and tie. They were both beaming.

			‘Welcome, Kevin.’ Her mother hugged him, Dad waited to shake his hand and thump him on the shoulder.

			Helen danced toward the house. ‘I’ll put another plate on the—’

			‘Already done.’

			‘What?’ She spun around incredulously. ‘How did you know?’

			Her mother tapped her head. ‘ESP.’

			Helen lifted her arms and let them drop. Now she got it. The fancy dress, the coat and tie, the jump for the phone . . . ‘Apparently I’m the last to know.’

			‘Kevin, can John help with your suitcase?’ Mom asked.

			‘I’ll get it later, thanks.’ Kevin strode up to Helen and took her hand. She squeezed it, grabbing hold of his upper arm as they walked toward the house, his biceps thrillingly hard under a beige jacket she hadn’t seen before. He was even better-­looking than usual, a flush on his cheeks, blue eyes snapping. Spring sun had brought gold to his pale skin, and his straw-­colored hair, grown shaggy at school, was neatly cut, shorter than she was used to. It emphasized the fine shape of his head and revealed the scar behind his ear where, miraculously, a Vietnamese bullet had only grazed him.

			
			

			‘Why all the secrecy?’

			‘Just wanted to surprise you.’ He turned and kissed her again – briefly, in front of her parents – then dropped his voice as he ushered her inside. ‘You look totally edible, by the way.’

			‘Why thank you, Mr Foster,’ she whispered back. ‘Think I’d taste as good as Mom’s roast?’

			His eyes warmed. ‘I’m pretty sure you would.’

			‘Okay, you lovebirds.’ Dad followed them inside. ‘Wash up and come eat. I’m starved.’

			Lovebirds? Helen grimaced surreptitiously at Kevin. ‘Are we on Father Knows Best?’

			Kevin chuckled and let his hand slide along her hip as he passed toward the guest bathroom.

			She watched him go, bubbling with happiness. He seemed more like his wonderful relaxed self today, no more of that edgy impatience. Her excitement over the call with Madame Laurent was already receding. Kevin hadn’t been here five minutes and she wanted to cling like a barnacle. A long separation would be agony.

			But Paris . . .

			The family gathered around the dining table, Kevin in the place of honor at her mother’s right, Helen at her father’s, Buddy and Bridget taking the other two chairs. Dad carved and served the fragrant pork with its garnish of roasted vegetables while Mom passed rolls and butter. When everyone was served, they joined hands and bowed their heads, waiting for one of Dad’s typically rambling blessings.

			‘Lord, thank you for this food, thank you for bringing so much of our family together on this beautiful day, and thank you for those who aren’t here. Keep our sons Dustin and Conroy safe so they can be among us again soon. We are so grateful to have Helen back home, and are thankful for Kevin’s visit. And we welcome Bridget this afternoon, who is also practically family. And then also, thank you for this wonderful food we are about to eat, and for the wonderful, beautiful woman who made it. Amen.’

			
			

			‘Amen,’ agreed the rest of them.

			‘Let the eating begin.’ Buddy already had a potato halfway to his mouth.

			There was a manic air during dinner – laughter louder than usual, conversation more boisterous, eating accelerated. Mom and Dad were used to having Kevin and Bridget around, so that wouldn’t be nervous-­making. Helen caught Buddy frowning speculatively at Mom, then Dad, so it wasn’t just her imagination.

			In the pause before dessert, Kevin caught her eye during a lull in the conversation, smiling mischievously. ‘I have an announcement.’

			Electric silence, both of Helen’s parents frozen in anticipation, smiles and eyes wide. Whatever Kevin was about to say, they already knew.

			Helen stiffened in horror. He wasn’t going to ask her to marry him now, was he? In front of the whole family? He couldn’t. She wasn’t ready. It was completely the wrong—

			‘I bought a farm.’

			Helen blinked.

			‘How wonderful!’ Mom clapped her hands together, doing a credible imitation of a surprised person. ‘This is such exciting news.’

			‘Dude bought the farm!’ Buddy laughed at his joke. So, of course, did Sweet Bridget.

			
			

			A farm? He bought a farm? Their farm? Already?

			‘Congratulations. We’re thrilled for you, son.’ John Kenyon nodded his sandy head, peering over the black half-­glasses he needed only to read and constantly forgot he was wearing. ‘Well done.’

			‘Isn’t it great, Helen?’ Her mother’s voice had an edge to it, Mom code for What’s the matter? Why aren’t you reacting?

			‘It’s great, yes!’ Pressure increased in Helen’s chest. ‘Where?’

			‘In Lawrence.’ Kevin looked at her curiously. She tried to smile, but had a feeling she looked ill. ‘Five hundred acres with a house, barn and paddock.’

			In Lawrence. Helen was appalled to find herself dismayed. He’d bought a house in the place he’d spent ninety per cent of his life, the place she’d just said goodbye to, not expecting to return except maybe for reunions. She’d always imagined the two of them, newly engaged, with a map of the US spread in front of them, deciding together where to live, what kind of farm they wanted to start or take on, what kind of farmhouse, how many bedrooms for how many children. ‘How did you afford that?’

			Mom cleared her throat.

			‘Helen,’ Dad said gently. ‘That’s his business.’

			‘No, no.’ Kevin held up his hand, still watching Helen carefully. ‘It’s her business too. A combination of savings and a VA loan. With luck, I should be able to pay it off in twenty years.’

			‘We are so happy for you.’ Maggie Kenyon’s smile pivoted to include her daughter. ‘All of us.’

			‘It’s wonderful, Kevin.’ Helen managed more spirit that time. ‘Your dream come true. You deserve it.’

			‘We deserve it.’ His eyes were loving across the table. ‘I bought it for us, Helen.’

			‘Yes.’ She reached for her water glass, aware of all eyes on her. She was miserable to have spoiled his moment, especially in front of her whole family, but she couldn’t control the flood of emotions. ‘I’m thrilled.’

			
			

			No one believed her.

			Kevin’s left eyebrow rose.

			‘I, for one, can’t wait to see it,’ Maggie said warmly. ‘I’m sure it’s lovely.’

			‘I can’t wait for all of you to see it.’ Kevin nodded too many times. The silence stretched.

			‘What’d your Frenchy professor want, Hell?’ Buddy came to Helen’s rescue, though he might have traded one can of worms for another.

			‘Your teacher called here?’ Her father’s thick brows knitted. ‘Is there a problem?’

			‘No, there’s no problem.’ Helen scrunched her napkin in her lap, deciding it would be worse to try and pretend the call was unimportant, which wouldn’t fool anyone. ‘She’s offering me the chance to go to Paris.’

			‘Paris! Good heavens.’ Mom looked alarmed. ‘We can’t afford that.’

			‘She needs help going through family things before she moves out of her apartment. I’d be staying with her and—’

			Dad’s face darkened. ‘You’d stay in this woman’s apartment?’

			Dad code for She must be a predatory lesbian.

			‘Yes, I would stay with her, rent-­free. The apartment’s been in the family for generations. It’s in the 16th arron—’ She laughed awkwardly, searching how to make sense of the term for her homebound family. ‘It’s in a wealthy, fashionable part of Paris, near the Arc de Triomphe. I’d get to explore the city, see all the things I’ve been studying. Madame Laurent can even get me a part-­time job working in a flower shop.’

			‘What about your job at Henkel’s?’ Mom broke the silence. ‘They’re counting on you.’

			
			

			‘Mom, c’mon!’ Buddy held out his palms to symbolize scales. ‘Paris? Henkel’s?’

			‘I wouldn’t go until September.’

			‘Why isn’t she teaching in September?’

			‘She’s retiring, Dad. She’s moving back to France.’ Helen looked around the table, bewildered by the lack of even a fraction of the interest and enthusiasm Kevin’s news had sparked.

			‘How long would you be gone?’ Kevin spoke in a quiet monotone. He had his soldier face on, impossible to decipher.

			‘I don’t know. It would depend on how long she needed me and how long I wanted to stay. She suggested six months.’

			Her parents gasped.

			Buddy’s mouth dropped; Bridget’s eyes widened in alarm.

			‘Six months.’ Kevin looked stunned.

			‘I told her I’d have to think about it. And that I’d talk it over with you, and with Mom and Dad.’ Helen hated how defensive she sounded. It was a trip to Paris, not a fatal disease. ‘It’s a fantastic opportunity. Something I’ve dreamed about for so long but never imagined would come true this soon.’

			Kevin looked down at his dessert fork.

			More uncomfortable silence.

			‘Well. This is all very exciting. Great opportunities for both of you. I know you’ll work it out.’ Dad folded his napkin and got up to clear plates. ‘Speaking of great opportunities, dessert is spectacular. Just wait till you see. I think Maggie spent the last three days making this one.’

			‘No, no, nothing like that.’ Mom pushed back her chair, smile a show of teeth. ‘You sit, darling. Helen will help me clear.’

			Mom code for We are going to get to the bottom of this.

			The kitchen door hadn’t even swung closed when she started in, arms folded across her chest. Helen resigned herself to being lectured.

			
			

			‘Sweetie, I know you didn’t mean to spoil Kevin’s news, but he’s worked like a dog the past few weeks to put together financing to buy this place and get himself here to surprise you with what amounts to a marriage proposal. And all you can say is that you want to get as far away from him as possible? For six months?’

			Helen decided it wasn’t the time to point out that there were many places farther away from Kansas than Paris. ‘Buddy asked me what the call was about. You think I should have lied?’

			‘No, of course not.’ Her mother’s face softened. ‘But it came right after you reacted to his news about the farm like someone had socked you.’

			Helen also wouldn’t point out that being handed the rest of your life when you thought it was yours to help choose felt very much like that. ‘It was a lot to take in.’

			‘He’s offering you everything, his whole life.’

			She gave her mother a sad smile. ‘Everything except Paris.’

			Maggie sighed, shaking her head. ‘You’ve always been a dreamer, Helen. No matter how hard your father and I tried to keep you tethered to reality. You wanted to go to college and study French, okay, we supported you in that. But your school days are over. Your adult life is starting. And your place in that life is helping Kevin in the enormous and difficult task he’s set for himself, not gallivanting off to some foreign country while he works himself half to death. You want to go to Paris? Go with Kevin someday, with your husband, when your life together settles down.’

			Helen felt her temper rising, a particularly hot resentment that ballooned when she knew she was in the right but being logically outmaneuvered. ‘Kevin has no interest in going abroad. Ever. This could be my only chance.’

			‘I know it feels that way right now. You don’t realize yet how young you are and how much of your life is ahead of you. But there is plenty of time. Kevin loves you, but you saw his face. He wants you with him.’

			
			

			‘He would not be selfish enough to stop me from going.’

			‘Probably not.’ Her mother took her forearm, squeezing gently. ‘But I want you to consider that you’re being selfish wanting to go.’

			Helen pinched her mouth shut, resisting the impulse to run to her room, slam the door and throw herself on her bed for a good cry, which would only add fuel to her mother’s point. ‘Okay. Thank you. I’m going back into the dining room.’

			‘Take these with you?’ Her mother laid cake plates and a silver cake server in her hands, not letting go of them until she had her daughter’s attention. ‘I’ve said my piece. You and Kevin are adults. You’ll work this out.’

			She let go. Helen strode into the dining room, where she barely resisted plunking the pile of plates at her father’s place like a challenger throwing down a gauntlet. Maggie glided in soon after, holding a perfect chocolate-­frosted cake decorated with pink dianthus blooms, purple pansies and sugar pearls, to a chorus of rapturous oohs and aahs, her consummate-­hostess smile in place as if she’d just been discussing the weather.

			Helen had no idea how she could box her emotions like that. Mom could be run over by a car and still say, Oh, it’s fine! I love the tire track look!

			During dessert, she sat trying not to scowl while Mom and Dad chatted with Kevin, asking questions about what animals he planned to raise, and what crops. Kevin glanced at Helen now and then, his answers long and detailed, indicating the depth of his planning and research.

			Helen had always shared everything with Kevin. Too much, probably. But he must have been working on this plan during the entire four years of his agronomy major at KU, if not before. And not one word to her beyond the generalities of wanting to own a farm someday.

			
			

			Whereas Helen had been considering a trip to Paris for all of an hour, and shared the possibility at the very first opportunity, so they could decide together. Ahem.

			When servings of the cake had been eaten – picked at by Helen – and lavishly complimented, Mom shooed her and Kevin out of the kitchen to take a walk, ‘Because it’s such a beautiful day.’

			Mom code for Apologize and make this right before it’s too late.

			In the soft, sunny May afternoon, the two of them fell into step, heading by silent consent to 6th Street, where they crossed and turned left toward Eagle Elementary. The school abutted large forested grounds through which they often strolled on pretty days like this. Usually they went there to make out, since Helen’s parents insisted on separate bedrooms and had a habit of knocking with some pretext if Helen and Kevin were together in either one for more than five minutes. Today, making out was not going to happen.

			Trees were leafing, tenderly still, dogwoods and star magnolias blooming white in various yards alongside lilacs, peonies and rhododendrons. Chickadees flitted, blue jays squawked. Cars were few. So were words. The topic hovered over and between them like a personal dark cloud.

			Helen decided she’d do her mother a favor and start. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t react the way you wanted about the farm, Kevin. Or the way anyone wanted.’

			‘I shouldn’t have surprised you with something that big in front of your family. I’ve been so excited about it for so long, and your parents were excited too when I told them. It never occurred to me you’d feel differently.’

			
			

			Guilt came skulking. She’d dealt him quite a blow. ‘Honestly, it would never have occurred to me either.’

			‘So?’ He looked at her expectantly. ‘Maybe you can explain.’

			She wasn’t sure how to find the right words. ‘Panicked,’ ‘dismayed’ and ‘betrayed’ wouldn’t come across so well. ‘I guess it was the surprise mostly.’

			‘We’ve talked about our future before.’

			‘Yes, we have. Yes. You’re right.’ She hated walking on eggshells around him. They’d always been so relaxed together, communicated so effortlessly. ‘I just hadn’t realized how . . . far along you were in planning it.’

			‘I have to be, Helen. I’m out of school now.’ His voice was light, easy, he was looking around, seeming to enjoy the pink blooms of a crabapple. ‘This is when the future starts. Our future.’

			‘Yes. I know, I know. I just . . .’ She had to force herself to go on. If they were going to be together for life, she couldn’t hold back. ‘I guess I thought I’d have some say in the timing, and in where we lived.’

			Kevin turned questioningly. ‘You never said where you wanted to live. Besides Paris, which is pretty tough to farm in.’

			Helen made herself laugh, wishing she could melt the blocks of tension in her chest and stomach. ‘I thought we’d have plenty of time to talk about the specifics after we were engaged. I don’t know. Just . . . all the possibilities would have been fun to consider together. Don’t you think?’

			He shoved his hands in his pockets; his long stride slowed and shortened. ‘You think you’ll be unhappy in Kansas?’

			‘Oh, no. I really don’t.’ That much was true. Lawrence was a lovely, lively town, and the surrounding countryside was beautiful. It was just . . . what? No surprises? Any place would be empty of surprises once you got to know it. ‘It’s probably that I went from anything-­could-­happen to knowing exactly what would happen in one second. I’ll adjust, I’m sure.’

			
			

			‘Okay.’ Kevin dropped his eyes to the ground. ‘You have to close doors as you go through life. You can’t keep them all open, Helen.’

			‘No, of course not. Of course not.’ She felt stupid now, and frustrated. He was being patient, trying hard to understand. She wasn’t communicating well. Usually he understood her completely, sometimes before she did.

			‘I think . . . maybe I was enjoying that uncertainty? We haven’t been out of school a week yet. It’s exciting when anything’s possible.’

			‘Sure.’ He grinned at her, took her chilly hand in his warm, solid one. ‘But you can’t live in uncertainty. I want to provide for and take care of you, and someday our kids. I need to make decisions now.’

			‘Yes. I know.’ He was making nothing but mature, rational sense. But for whatever reason, Helen couldn’t shake the feelings of unease. Maybe still the dreamer, as Mom called her, holding onto her fantasies for dear life. Maybe also selfish, when Kevin had sacrificed so much toward their future. She didn’t know.

			They walked on in miserable silence toward the looming woods, Helen struggling to find a way to smooth this over. They had always thought the same things, wanted the same things; it was almost eerie how good they were together. This was new territory.

			‘How about you tell me more about the Paris thing.’

			She told him again what little she knew about Madame Laurent’s offer.

			His silence was unnerving.

			‘I really haven’t decided yet, Kevin. I mean, she just called. It sounds amazing, thrilling really. I have money Grandma gave me for graduation that would go a long way toward paying for the plane fare, so it wouldn’t cost—’

			
			

			‘It’s not the money. It’s the time.’

			‘Yes.’ Helen’s mind raced, trying to assemble words that would accurately and carefully describe her feelings. She didn’t know why France had always called to her so strongly, beginning with often-­read copies of Madeline and The Red Balloon in grade school, blossoming from there. In her imagination, the US was a broad-­shouldered cowboy, full of bullish enthusiasm, ever ready to spit, fight and shoot. France was an elegant, wise and weary soul who’d experienced enough over the centuries to know that a glass of wine with excellent cheese was preferable to rushing off at every provocation.

			Being in Paris would give her the chance to inhabit that world, maybe become a little more sophisticated herself. Like putting on a costume. Maybe the new look would bring hidden parts of her to life. Maybe it would just be fun playing dress-­up. Either way, she wanted the chance to try on something other than plain old Midwestern Helen.

			‘I think it’s that I was a child, then a student and your girlfriend. Now, if I go from Mom and Dad’s house to yours, from daughter to wife and eventually mother, I’ll never get to be just me.’

			‘I would never ask you to be anything but yourself.’

			‘No. You wouldn’t. I know that.’ He didn’t understand. ‘You said you want to take care of me, and that’s lovely and generous and wonderful. But this could be my only chance to prove I can take care of myself.’

			‘You could get an apartment in Lawrence. We don’t have to move in together until we’re married, if you didn’t want to.’

			‘An apartment in Lawrence.’ She stopped walking. ‘Kevin, she’s offering me the 16th arrondissement.’

			
			

			‘Six months, Helen.’ He swung to face her, impatience peeking through. ‘You’d be making me start our life together all alone.’

			Heat rose in her cheeks. That wasn’t fair. ‘You planned our life together all alone. We should have done that together.’

			‘I was doing what I knew we both wanted, doing that for us.’ He gestured harshly. ‘Going to Paris is not something I want. It’s only for you.’

			Helen lowered her eyes. He was right. She couldn’t deny it. He was repeating what her mother had said, what they all thought. She felt like a butterfly trying to knock over a statue.

			‘Having said that . . .’ He closed the distance between them, lifted her chin so she’d look at him. His blue eyes were serious but clear and earnest. ‘I would never stand in the way of something you really wanted. If you want to go to Paris, you should go, for as long as you want, and do whatever you want. It’s your decision.’

			She was unable to feel any kind of relief or joy. Just more guilt.

			But along with that guilt and her need to be the get-­along girl, Helen was tasting some new flavors of determination. Mom always told people she had been an easy-­going baby, unless she discovered something she wanted. Then watch out.

			Helen wanted to marry Kevin. She wanted to live with him for the rest of her life – maybe not in Lawrence, but if that was done, it was done, and she’d adjust. She wanted to be a good, helpful and supportive farmer’s wife. She wanted to share the good and bad, richer and poorer, sickness and health, and raise their children to be respectful and well-­educated, productive and polite.

			But the restlessness she’d been feeling on her parents’ porch; the trapped feeling looking ahead to a same-­ol’ same-­ol’ summer; the fear when she thought Kevin was about to propose; the panic hearing about the farm as a fait accompli . . . all of it now made sense.

			
			

			She wanted to try living outside of anyone else’s guiding or restraining arm, she wanted to face challenges somewhere she’d have no one else to rely on to get her through them. She wanted to try and fail and try and succeed on her own merits, find out who she was and what she was made of. To immerse herself in that elegant, wise and weary aura, soak some of it into her skin.

			And come back transformed, even just a little.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			Present day

			Teresa reached to the top shelf of the highest cabinet, where the forbidden foods had been consigned to a hermit’s existence since she’d started dating Joe, who wouldn’t touch anything processed. Somewhere, months ago, with her last vestiges of sanity, she’d stowed a box of Cap’n Crunch cereal.

			‘Come to me, my precious.’ She coaxed the box toward her with her fingertips, one of the few times she was happy for her nearly six-­foot height. Katie and Addie, her college friends from the University of Arizona and long-­time apartment-­mates, had to drag a footstool around the kitchen to reach anything.

			Bowl next, a large one. Spoon. Only skim milk in the refrigerator, but there was a carton of half-­and-­half she could mix in for fatty fun. Misery deserved only the best.

			The cereal made a satisfying gravelly clatter against the porcelain. Teresa glugged in the improvised whole milk and took her most excellent breakfast outside to their fenced-­in backyard – dirt and gravel between the sparse plants and trees, because growing grass in Arizona was a waste of water.

			The metal chair, painted yellow in one of Katie’s decorating fits, grated over concrete as she dragged it into a shadier spot. The air was already heating toward the nineties. Even having grown up here, she found the Phoenix climate dehydrating and difficult, especially these days, when it got so hot so early. Way back in her ancestral line must lurk a Canadian.

			
			

			She sat and started eating, resting her feet on the edge of the clay planter holding Katie’s beloved fig tree, letting the crunch reverberate through her head, trying not to think about last night or she’d start crying again.

			Katie’s electric car, a Chevy Bolt named Usain that she treasured almost as much as her ginormous engagement ring, purred into the driveway. Katie had spent the night at her fiancé’s place due to some wedding-­y appointment early that morning. Hard to keep track of all the parts that needed to be decided, paid for and worried over. Teresa’s ideal wedding was eloping to a deserted beach or mountaintop, if she ever got to that point. At twenty-­seven, she’d only had one relationship longer than six months. It was getting hard not to think there was something wrong with her.

			Usain’s door slammed. Teresa kept crunching, waiting for Katie to find her.

			‘Hey, I’m back. Got some big news for . . .’ Katie broke off, staring at Teresa’s bowl. ‘What is that?’

			‘Arrr, this be the Cap’n, matey!’

			‘What happened to no processed foods? Wait, have you been crying?’

			‘No Processed Foods broke up with me last night.’

			‘Oh no!’ Katie’s elfin face crumpled. ‘Right before your road trip next week, the bastard.’

			‘No more Vegas.’ Teresa tried to sound cheerful. She and Joe had only dated for three months, so she wasn’t allowed deep sadness. Mostly she was grieving another freaking rejection, and battling the fear that no matter how cheerful, devoted and obliging she was, men would always get tired of her.

			
			

			Maybe next time she should try being a selfish bitch.

			‘Crap, I’m sorry.’

			Teresa shrugged and shoveled in her next mouthful. ‘It’s not like’ – crunch crunch – ‘I thought we’d get married, but’ – crunch crunch – ‘we were having fun together. I don’t know what’s wrong with that.’

			‘You were having fun. You are fun. What is his problem?’

			Teresa swallowed, already loading up another spoonful. ‘I don’t know, me?’

			‘Definitely not you.’ Katie sat in the chair opposite. She was expert by now at listening and clucking until Teresa recovered from her I-­stink funks. ‘He was a royal dickhead.’

			‘I’m expert at finding them.’ Teresa kept her voice light. ‘So what’s the news?’

			‘Oh God. Yeah.’ Katie stole a Cap’n crunch pellet and tossed it into her mouth. ‘Timing sucks now.’

			‘Why?’

			Katie cringed. ‘Addie and Carter got engaged last night. She wanted me to tell you because . . . Carter.’

			Ouch.

			‘Oh, pfft. That was years ago.’ Teresa’s one long-­term. Carter had been yang to her yin, getting her up and out to go running, hiking, biking, dancing, to concerts and weekend getaways, all experiences that without him she’d have missed in favor of a book in bed. She’d taken on his energy and become the kind of don’t-­waste-­a-­second person she usually envied. Like Addie, born with the same vibrant spark he’d had to drag out of Teresa. Even though he and Addie hadn’t started dating until a year after he dumped Teresa, it had taken her months not to want to bawl whenever she saw them together. ‘They are a perfect match. She didn’t need to worry about me.’

			
			

			To prove it, she texted Addie an enthusiastic, emoji-­laden congratulations message, not trusting her voice to sound convincingly thrilled on the phone.

			‘You are a goddess, Teresa.’ Katie gave her a loud puckered smack on the cheek. ‘Ross and I are going to see a movie tonight, want to come?’

			Teresa made a disappointed face, relieved she wouldn’t have to play pitied third wheel. ‘I can’t, it’s Sunday. Dinner with Mom.’

			‘Oh, right.’ Katie wrinkled her nose, looking adorable. It was effortless to be Katie Brougham. She flattered every outfit; her straight blond hair fell just right without fuss; she didn’t grow stray eyebrow hairs or have to wax all summer long; she got along with everyone, always had a boyfriend – now a fiancé – came from a close loving family, had a well-­paying job she adored . . .

			It was not effortless to be Teresa Clark. Gangly and too tall, with wavy hair that did whatever it wanted and a too-­loud laugh, a father who’d ditched his wife and kids for new ones, a crap love life and a job fundraising for South Mountain Community College that was a fine way to earn a paycheck but not her calling. Whatever that was.

			‘How’s Chernobyl Granny?’ Katie opened her enormous pink purse and started rummaging in it. ‘I meant to ask yesterday before I left.’

			‘Still in the hospital. It was a bad break. Mom’s working on moving her into a retirement home where she’ll be safer, but there’s the issue of clearing out her house before they can sell it. Mom’s brother refuses to help, Mom can’t go because of her bad back, hiring a professional will cost a ton, and . . .’ Teresa took a melodramatic breath. ‘You know, a mess.’

			
			

			‘Ugh, I’m sorry.’ Katie shook her purse to redistribute its contents, and continued exploring. ‘When is this all supposed to happen? With the house?’

			‘Asap.’

			‘Why don’t you go to Kansas?’ She made a sound of frustration and peered into the bag’s impressive depths.

			‘Me?’ Teresa was so surprised at the offhand comment, she stopped eating her Cap’n Crunch, risking sog. ‘Why would I go?’

			‘Why not? You’re in a funk and you have two weeks off for a vacation that’s not going to happen anymore. I mean, it’s not a wild road trip with Mr Dickhead and friends, but given how he turned out, it might be more fun.’

			‘Huh.’ Teresa had no idea what to say to that. Totally not on her radar.

			‘Something to think about. Aha! Here’s the little bastard. Now you must admire.’ Katie held up the card she’d finally located. On it were little rectangles of color. ‘Ta-­daaaa.’

			Teresa stared, searching for something to be excited over, and came up empty. ‘What am I looking at?’

			‘Our wedding colors! We chose them this morning. Blush, Fern, Wine, Sea and Linen. Aren’t they gorgeous?’ Katie smiled lovingly at the cardboard. ‘I was tempted by another palette, which had like Juniper and Dusty Rose and Whisper Pink. But then I got worried about too much pink.’

			‘They’re beautiful.’ Teresa examined the colors with the kind of care she’d want Katie to put into examining hers someday, except she couldn’t imagine herself worrying about colors. ‘It’s going to be a gorgeous wedding!’

			‘I know.’ Katie gazed at the stripes with a blissful sigh. ‘Promise you’ll tell me if I turn into Bridezilla.’

			‘You couldn’t.’ Though in the coming months when Katie and Addie both got going, Teresa might want to invest in a pair of noise-­cancelling headphones. ‘It’s your day.’

			
			

			‘I know! I’m going to be a bride! I still can’t believe it.’ She put the card back into her purse, where it would probably take an hour to relocate. ‘So? What are you doing this afternoon?’

			‘Feeling sorry for myself. You?’

			‘Taking you to bridal shops to look at wedding dresses, and maid-­of-­honor stuff now that we have our colors. I want to go to the best stores in town and pretend we have that kind of money, just to see what they’ve got. You in?’

			Teresa’s stomach turned sour. Kate would have a blast playing little rich girl in front of snooty sales ladies, while Teresa would be an anxious, guilty mess that they weren’t planning to buy anything.

			No fear.

			‘As long as I’m back in time to get ready to go to Mom’s.’

			‘God, yes, I don’t want to take all day. Put on something that looks expensive and let’s go.’

			 

			By the time they got back from the embarrassing and exhausting rounds of faux-­shopping – it had come close to taking all day, the rest of it anyway – Teresa had just enough time to change back into shorts and a tank top and jump into her car for the half-­hour drive from their place in Old Town Scottsdale to Coronado, where Mom, Teresa and her twin brothers had been forced to relocate after Dad ran away with his hygienist and all the money.

			Thanks, Dad.

			Only ten minutes late, in spite of traffic, she emerged from the car into the cooling oven of the evening, still tasting the metallic heat. The neighborhood was mixed, flawlessly rebuilt tear-­downs next to shabby ranches with junk cars in the yard next to houses that were somewhere in between. Mom’s tiny house was one of the in-­betweens, a brown ranch with a brown tile roof on a brown-­pebbled yard, the brown relieved only by a scarred palm and an ironwood tree that provided shade for the pebbles.

			
			

			Teresa let herself into the silent house – her brothers, twins Michael and Isaac, nicknamed Mike and Ike, must not be there yet. She headed for the kitchen, empty and blank-­smelling. Dinner was usually ready to go on the dot of six.

			Her mother’s muted voice came from her bedroom. She must be on a call. A long one if dinner hadn’t even been started.

			Teresa got herself a glass of water from the sink and drank, lifting her hair off her sweaty neck, annoyed at herself for not grabbing an elastic before she left home. To save money, Mom hardly ran her air-­conditioning, so the house was as stuffy as it was still.

			‘Hi, sugar.’ Cheryl Foster – she’d taken back her maiden name after Dad bolted – emerged wearing a pastel top over white capris, stretched from recent weight gain. She looked Teresa up and down, overplucked eyebrows making her look perpetually surprised, and a new shade of foundation giving her a ruddy complexion, as if she’d been tanning or drinking heavily.

			Teresa felt a stab of protective tenderness, wanting to drag her mother to a salon and transform her to the way she used to look before she’d started feeling she wasn’t okay as she was.

			‘Where’s dinner?’ Cheryl asked.

			‘What do you . . .’ Teresa clapped a hand to her forehead. ‘Oh crap, I forgot. I’m so sorry, Mom.’

			‘You forgot.’ Quick sigh. ‘Okay. I’ll come up with something.’

			‘No, no, I’ll take care of it, I’m so sorry.’ Teresa hunched her shoulders. How could she have forgotten? ‘I’ll order out for something. Are Mike and Ike coming?’

			‘They have tickets to some concert tonight. I can hardly get them to come over anymore.’ Cheryl bent to open her freezer. ‘You’ll have to make do with Lean Cuisine.’

			
			

			‘That’s fine.’ Teresa groaned inside. The whole point of her offer the previous week was to give her exhausted mom a break. ‘I’m sorry. I owe you.’

			‘Just don’t forget next Sunday.’ Cheryl pulled out a couple of frozen boxes and examined the pictures. ‘I was on the phone with your grandmother when you came in.’

			‘How’s she doing? Katie was asking about her.’

			‘Confused. The dementia’s much worse. Horribly worse. She thought we hadn’t spoken in a week, when we’ve been in touch practically every day since she fell.’ Cheryl kicked the freezer door shut. ‘I’ve been telling James for years that she needs to make arrangements to go into a retirement home. “She’s fine,” he says. Fine? How is losing your balance in the middle of your kitchen fine? How is being in the hospital fine? Chicken Parmesan or four-­cheese pizza?’

			‘Either one.’

			The eyebrows lifted. ‘Decision?’

			‘Um . . .’ Mom wouldn’t want the chicken. ‘I’ll have the chicken.’

			Her mother glanced wistfully at the box. ‘You got it.’

			Wrong guess. ‘I’m fine with pizza if that’s what—’

			‘Nah. You chose. It’s dinner, not life or death.’ Mom grabbed the glasses dangling from a chain around her neck, perched them on her nose and peered at the instructions.

			‘I’ll set the table.’ Teresa hurried over and opened one of the chipped pressboard cabinets.

			‘You know, my worst nightmare is that Helen will deteriorate to the point where I’ll have to fight James to have her declared incompetent, and take over the estate myself. I definitely do not need that mess.’

			
			

			‘Is that likely?’

			Her mother nodded, looking grave. ‘Dementia does not get better. Accidents like hers can accelerate the deterioration. It’s happening already.’

			Teresa felt Mom’s burden as if it were her own. ‘When will she get out of the hospital?’

			‘A few more days, then rehab in the same building. Breaking your hip is a big deal at her age, even without dementia.’ Cheryl sighed heavily and tore open the pizza box. ‘I don’t know what James is thinking. Kevinjay might agree with me, but fat lot of good that does me when he might as well be on Mars over there with his foreign wife.’

			‘Hmm.’ Kevinjay was Mom’s younger brother, Kevin Jr, who’d moved to Hawaii to study biodynamic farming, married a Japanese woman and settled there. James, the youngest, had dutifully stayed in Kansas, but resented both his siblings for leaving him with the job of taking care of their mother.

			‘A seventy-­two-­year-­old alcoholic with severe dementia running a ranch all by herself? It’s crazy.’ Cheryl banged the microwave door shut. ‘I knew something like this was coming, and that no one else would do anything about it, so I put her on a waiting list at a retirement home a year ago. It’s a very nice place. Most importantly, she’ll be safe there.’

			Teresa set plates opposite each other on the small kitchen table, wishing Mike and Ike were there to distract Mom with their boisterous humor and charm – ‘Chernobyl Granny’ was one of theirs, because Helen was such a disaster. As the three siblings grew older, the truth about Cheryl’s childhood had emerged in stories of Grandma Helen’s drinking, cruelty and serial infidelity. Teresa had been horrified to learn of all their mother had suffered – as if Dad leaving her for another woman wasn’t enough.

			
			

			‘I called the home right after she fell. Enough is enough.’ The microwave beeped a tune as Mom poked the appropriate numbers. ‘They’ll have an apartment for her in a few weeks, after she gets out of rehab.’

			Teresa picked out flatware from the squeaky drawer next to the sink. ‘Is she okay with the idea of moving?’

			‘She’s not in any shape to make that decision. Going home would be dangerous, possibly fatal.’ Cheryl folded her arms, shaking her head. ‘We can’t take the risk.’

			‘And your brothers?’

			‘Kevinjay will be fine. He trusts me. James’ll be angry at first. But he needs to face that his mother is old and declining. He pushes things away. It’s how he still gets along with her, I guess. I’ve tried, but I can’t forgive her. She destroyed Dad with her boozing and cheating. He was tough as they come. A real man’s man.

			‘Helen would take vacations every year, with “friends”. The minute she left, your Grandpa Kevin would go into deep depression. Nothing I could do to cheer him up. I remember hearing him sobbing his eyes out in his room and having no idea what was wrong, but not daring to ask. I was too afraid of the answer, and I also knew he’d hate that I heard him at such a weak moment.’ The microwave beeped completion. Cheryl drifted toward it. ‘That sound isn’t something you forget.’

			‘It must have been terrible.’ Teresa should know. She and her brothers had heard Mom doing the same plenty of times after Dad left.

			‘Cheaters are poison in human form. My mother. Your father.’ Cheryl’s voice rose, shaking. ‘Special place in hell for them all. Helen broke Dad’s heart so badly it stopped. She might as well have taken a knife to him. And you know the worst.’

			Teresa stopped setting the table. Even after hearing the story many times, she found her mother’s anger and pain close to unbearable. She wished Mom would see a therapist, work through this so she could leave it behind. She deserved some peace. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

			
			

			‘After all that, all she did to him, he left her everything. The farm, the house . . .’ Cheryl’s voice broke. ‘Daddy loved that place so much. He put his whole self into making it the success it was. And what does she do? Sells off most of the acreage, our inheritance, and changes what’s left, like she couldn’t erase him and his accomplishments fast enough.’

			Teresa made herself put forks down beside the plates, wishing she had the superpower of being able to change the past. ‘It sucks. It really does.’

			‘Thanks, sugar. I know I go on about it.’ Cheryl plunked the chicken entrée onto Teresa’s plate. ‘Anyway, we have to be practical. The land that’s left and the house are worth good money, and there are things inside that are worth something too, things Helen won’t need in the new place. Some of the older furniture, my father’s woodworking shop, my grandparents’ silver, Helen’s doll collection . . . You used to play with that, remember? All of it needs going through as soon as possible so we can sell the place quickly.’

			‘I do remember the dolls.’ Teresa opened the frozen pizza box and handed the meal to her mother, Katie’s words in the back of her head. Why don’t you go?

			Before the dual bombs fifteen years earlier of Dad’s desertion and Mom’s discovery that while she was growing up, Helen had been unfaithful to Grandpa Kevin, Teresa’s still-­intact family had gone to Kansas a few times a year to see Grandma, Uncle James, Aunt Alicia and Cousin Jim. Teresa still missed the five of them boisterously cramming themselves into a present-­loaded car, Dad cracking jokes about making sure they didn’t eat too much Christmas turkey or they wouldn’t fit on the way home, Mom rolling her eyes and worrying about traffic and snow on the roads, the extended family gathering around Helen’s table, laughing, teasing and overeating. Back then, Teresa’s life had felt . . . whole.

			
			

			After Dad left and Mom all but severed her relationship with Grandma Helen, Teresa and her brothers’ relationship with family dwindled to awkward birthday and holiday phone calls with their grandmother. Teresa could remember only vague images of Helen as a tall, capable woman with seemingly boundless energy. Whatever demons possessed her had either been exorcized or kept hidden.

			Grandpa Kevin, however, even though he’d died the year before Teresa was born, remained vividly alive in her imagination through Cheryl’s countless stories. Handsome, strong, courageous, hard-­working, a little stubborn, a lot old-­fashioned, but honest, long-­suffering and loyal to a fault. A real American man, Mom said. Teresa wished she’d known him.

			‘It’ll take weeks to clear out the place. I can’t do it with my bad back, not to mention my job.’ Cheryl played another atonal song on the microwave keys and set it humming. ‘I never imagined I’d have to work full-­time to survive. As a receptionist, my God, dealing all day with other people’s stupid little tasks, as if they can’t handle them perfectly well themselves. But your father gave me practically nothing when he left. He could afford a shark lawyer, and I was too devastated to fight. You need to make sure you’re independent, Teresa. You can’t count on men.’

			‘I will be.’ The advice always made Theresa feel as if she weren’t doing enough, making enough. Rent plus expenses plus student loans made it hard to do more than sock away a little every month. Then every time she’d accumulated the beginnings of a nest egg, another emergency would pop up to smash it. Car repair or dental work . . . something.

			
			

			‘The only reason I didn’t cut Helen totally out of my life was because of you and the twins. I don’t have much to leave you, but your Grandpa Kevin made a good living on the farm and saved carefully all his life. You deserve your share of that money, if Helen hasn’t spent it all on booze and lovers. And frankly, I deserve to live better than this.’ Cheryl gestured disparagingly to the small, shabby kitchen. ‘Maybe it’s shallow, but I felt like somebody when we lived in Paradise Valley with your father in that beautiful house. All those bedrooms, the pool . . . do you remember? It was a dream life. Here I feel like a big nothing.’

			‘You are not nothing.’ Teresa put her hands on her hips, regarding her mother sternly, angry all over again at her cheater-­pants father, who’d ditched the family without a backward glance. Only much later had he deigned to contact Teresa and her brothers – as if he could erase the devastating years of his absence with emails. Teresa had deleted them all. ‘You are a remarkable woman who’s had to deal with a lot of unfairness.’

			Her mother hugged her, making Teresa feel like she’d won a prize. ‘You’re sweet as sugar, sugar. I guess I do all right with what was dealt me. Though at this rate, I’ll never get to retire.’

			Behind them, the microwave announced its completion. Bolstered by Cheryl’s rare show of affection, Teresa rushed to ask what she’d been wondering for a while. ‘Have you ever tried dating, Mom?’

			‘Date? Me? Oh, that’s funny.’ Cheryl brushed back a lock of Teresa’s hair, tugging gently before stepping back and flinging out her arms. ‘Who’s gonna look at this? I’m fat. I’m old, I’m—’

			‘You’re forty-­eight!’

			Mom went over to the microwave. ‘Men don’t want middle-­aged divorcees with no money.’

			
			

			‘Aw, c’mon. That’s not true. I bet you could find someone wonderful.’

			‘Yeah?’ Cheryl plunked the plastic tray of pizza on her plate. ‘If it’s so easy, why haven’t you?’

			Teresa absorbed the blow she probably deserved. ‘At least I’m trying.’

			‘What about whatsisname? How’s that going?’

			‘Dumped me.’

			‘Oh no, again? What are you doing to these guys?’ Her mother’s forehead wrinkled in dismay as she sat down. ‘I’m sorry, sugar. It’s not your fault. Men leave. Always bolting for something better. It’s what they do. Dinner’s ready, such as it is. Glasses?’

			‘Sorry.’ Teresa retrieved the one she’d used earlier and a clean one, filled them with water, then pulled out her chair and sat opposite. ‘And sorry I forgot to bring dinner.’

			‘Next week.’ Her mother picked up a slice of pizza. ‘Dig in.’

			Teresa tried to eat, watching Mom alternate talking with mouthfuls of food. She’d seen pictures of Cheryl as a young woman, a girl really, back in Kansas, a couple of years before she eloped with Richard Clark – Kevin approved, Helen pitched a drunken fit. Mom had been fresh-­faced, joyous, pretty, with her father’s wholesome features. In Teresa’s favorite photo, framed in Mom’s bedroom, Cheryl, about sixteen, was nestled against Grandpa Kevin, her arms around his waist, his around her shoulders, double grins in front of a knee-­high field of corn.

			At what point had she looked in the mirror and started wanting to change the woman looking back? It made Teresa ache with compassion.

			‘. . . so there’s no way around it, I’m going to have to hire someone to clear out Helen’s house. Or, more accurately, my father’s house. It’ll cost an arm and a leg, but it has to be done.’

			
			

			Teresa tried to picture the ranch. She remembered air that was sweet and heavy, loaded with plant, earth and animal smells – had she been there in spring the last time? Lots growing, green everywhere, grass and trees instead of cactuses and rocks. Cooler summers. Days of rain. Snow in winter – had they gone there for Christmas? She could remember a decorated tree. And a yellow bird in a cage who could whistle Beethoven.

			Her brow furrowed. That must have been a dream. There’d been many Kansas dreams over the years, fantastical, cozy, nightmarish. Teresa was admittedly curious to see the ranch again, confirm which memories were fantasy, which reality.

			Her heart beat faster. Hadn’t the house been on the side of a hill? Single-­story? No, there’d been a lower level with a playroom, Helen’s doll collection and Grandpa Kevin’s wood shop. Teresa and her dad had spent lots of time among the saws and drills, as they had at their old house in Phoenix, designing, building and mending. It had been the one thing she felt she had real talent for, something she’d felt special sharing with her father.

			‘. . . even if I can afford to hire someone, there’s no telling what they’ll do in that house. Probably steal anything worth more than a dime. They have you by the balls when they know you have no other choice.’

			Teresa stopped eating. There was another choice.

			Katie had been right that she was in a rut. Maybe she could use a break. From Phoenix. From her job. From feeling rejected and stuck, and now, with both roommates engaged and looking forward to their own households, left behind.

			‘What’s wrong? Chicken bad?’

			‘I was just . . .’ Teresa swallowed convulsively and reached for her water, wishing Mom had something stronger in the house, ‘thinking.’

			‘Thinking?’ The too-­thin brows lifted. ‘About what?’

			
			

			‘I was thinking that . . . I could go.’

			‘Where?’

			‘To Grandma’s. To take care of the house.’

			‘You?’ Cheryl put down the pizza slice she’d been about to bite into. ‘Well. That’s sweet of you, Teresa, but . . . I mean, organization isn’t exactly your strong suit. And last time we were there you were afraid of all the animals. Even the cats.’

			‘I was twelve.’ Teresa took a sip of water to moisten her dry throat. Animals still made her nervous, but she was able to control her fear better now. ‘Who’s taking care of the place while Grandma Helen’s in the hospital?’

			‘James and his son, your cousin Jim, the one who became a vet.’

			‘So I wouldn’t have to deal with the cows and . . . whatever. Sheep? I don’t remember.’

			‘Hmm.’ Her mother’s expression changed from frowning to thoughtful while inside Teresa the idea grew like an inflating life vest. Change of scene. New challenges. A chance to play grown-­up and make Mom’s tough life easier. And two weeks much more productively spent than sitting home thinking about how she wasn’t in Vegas, and imagining the flawless woman Mr Dickhead had found to take with him instead.

			But also a huge responsibility. Teresa would have to navigate an unknown town and make quick decisions about a house full of a lifetime of someone else’s possessions. Mom was right – not her strength. She might also have to navigate her uncle’s objections, though that would be on Mom to sort out with him.

			Despite the worry, her adrenaline was on full buzz. It must mean something that she was excited. Maybe going was the right thing to do?

			She pushed chicken around the tray, telling herself to open her mouth and say it.

			
			

			No fear.

			‘How’s Katie coming with all the wedding—’

			‘I was serious, Mom. It’s a serious offer.’ Her ears heard the words before her brain had consciously decided to let them out.

			‘Really?’ Her mom looked astonished. ‘Just like that? You’d pick up and go? What about your job?’

			‘I have vacation time scheduled.’ She was still talking like she meant it. ‘Two weeks. I can go.’

			‘Good Lord.’ Her mother stared over her pizza as if she’d never seen Teresa before. Then her eyes crinkled into a rare smile. ‘You won’t get halfway there and want to turn around, like you did when I sent you to ballet class?’

			Teresa shrugged, smiling back. ‘If that happens, you’ll be no worse off than you are now.’

			‘True.’ Cheryl finished her slice, then scanned the table, holding up grease-­slicked fingers. ‘Napkins, Teresa?’

			Oops. Teresa jumped up to grab two from the holder on the counter and handed one over. ‘Sorry.’

			‘Thanks.’ Cheryl wiped her fingers. ‘You’d be doing me a huge favor, sugar bear, if you really can manage this. Huge. I’d be so grateful. You can’t imagine how much sleep I’ve lost wondering how to get it all done from here, how to afford it even . . .’

			‘I can manage it.’ With her mother’s gratitude warming her, Teresa even believed she could.

			‘Well. Okay then. I’ll get you the dimensions of the new apartment at the home. You’ll only need to save enough furniture for that. Bed, table, chairs, lamps, maybe a desk. We’ll sell whatever she doesn’t need. Be sure and put aside anything that might be worth something.’ Cheryl looked animated for the first time since Teresa walked in. ‘Then when she passes, or God forbid we have to declare her incompetent, we’ll sell the property. She won’t need that money where she’s going. I’ll finally be able to get out of here. Your Grandpa Kevin would be so happy. He’d want that for me.’

			
			

			Anxiety slithered around the edges of Teresa’s excitement, looking for a way to take charge again. ‘Shouldn’t I ask Grandma before selling her stuff?’

			‘Oh no, trust me. She won’t be able to make rational decisions. Besides, Daddy paid for ninety-­nine percent of what’s in that house. Maybe more. Don’t ask James, either. He’s too sentimental. He’ll want to keep everything. Just do your best. You can always call if you run into problems.’

			Fear’s tentacles advanced further. Uncle James had stayed on good terms with Helen after Cheryl broke the Chernobyl Granny cheating scandal. ‘You’ll tell him I’m coming, right? And why? And Helen too?’
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