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PROLOGUE

When I was about fourteen or fifteen, I asked my mothers, “Do you ever hear ghosts?”

“Ghosts?” repeated Jane.

“Hear them?” asked Elizabeth.

My mothers were in the midst of their annual winter holiday decorating blitz, which involved equal measures of Midwestern traditions like the Norway pine and spritz cookies, and also kente cloth and a menorah. Jane had gone to an art fair and bought a Guatemalan nativity scene, which—despite being from the wrong country—was supposed to function as a connection to my roots. They knew their quasi-hippie holiday practice was both culturally appropriative and embarrassingly stereotypical for two middle-aged lesbians, but they had wanted to expose their daughter to as many rituals as possible.

“Right. People who are gone? Do they ever talk to you?”

“I don’t think so.” Elizabeth lit a candle in the menorah, and the smoke danced into the highest corners of the twelve-foot Victorian ceilings.

“Like who?” Jane was rearranging the nativity scene on the mantel.

“I don’t know.” I ran my fingers over the wooden ornaments. Mary, Joseph (whose staff was broken), a cow, a manger, and a donkey. “Just… just people who aren’t around anymore.”

“Dorrie, honey, do we need to take you to see Scottie?” Elizabeth had asked. Scottie was a New Age therapist to whom my mothers had taken me several times during my childhood. “Just a tune-up,” they would say brightly, and I would sit on his scratchy sofa and insist that I didn’t mind having two moms, that I wasn’t scarred from my unusual origins, and that I would tell someone if I felt like hurting myself.

“Never mind.”

The wooden ass clattered to the floor. Elizabeth extinguished the match in a vintage bubble-glass ashtray and bent to retrieve the figurine.

“I was just wondering.”

Even now, I can still smell the tree—a real one, of course—in my mothers’ Minneapolis house, see the lights twinkling like a miniature solar system. When I first studied the work of Claudius Ptolemy in college, I had been comforted by the geographer’s certainty, by his theory that the arrangement of the stars and planets overhead at the time you were born not only determined everything about you as a human but also situated your place in the world. Destiny set at birth.

But I was born far from here.






PART ONE


MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA

Minneapolis, Minnesota, is in the North Central region of the United States. Located at nearly 45 degrees north latitude, at an elevation of 830 feet (250 meters) above sea level, the urban area spans 58.4 square miles (151.3 square kilometers) of land that is the traditional, ancestral, and contemporary home of the Dakota, as well as Ojibwe and other Indigenous people. Six percent (9.1 square kilometers) of Minneapolis, known as the City of Lakes, is covered in water in the form of lakes, rivers, streams, and wetlands.
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CHAPTER 1


I extracted the silk-blend black sweater and charcoal skirt from the staticky plastic of the dry-cleaning bag, where they had been since my last loss. Growing up with an abundance of older and elderly relatives, at thirty-five I had been to every kind of memorial service. The moment I laid my funeral outfit on the back of Mama’s green floral sofa, Bojangles leaped up, followed by Django, shedding their long orange hairs all over the V-neck.

(Cats are for barns, not homes, came the unseen voices tutting in their typical, unasked for way.)

I ignored them and scratched Bojangles’s ears until he purred. Puffs of fur floated in a beam of morning light and settled on Mama’s sofa. Mama and Mommy—the names I called them until my first family-tree assignment in elementary school. That’s when I decided those weren’t quite the right terms and switched to their first names.

(Dorrie’s always liked precision, commented a voice in the empty house.)

Django kneaded his large paws on the skirt, and more fluffs of hair drifted down onto the sofa. The green had faded over time, turning more mint than kelly, and the pink cabbage roses had yellowed slightly, but no matter how much Mommy and I would tease, Mama never got around to reupholstering the worn fabric. And now it was mine. All mine. The sofa, the two orange tabbies. Even the Victorian itself, which Jane had bought when the interest rates were high but home prices in Minneapolis were low. It all belonged to me now, and I had no idea what I would do with any of it—the old house, the worn furniture, the cranky cats. My new life.

A hiccup started in my chest, and I pounded it and coughed, willing the choked feeling—whatever it was—to go away. I chewed on a pink tablet of Pepto-Bismol, not sure if it would help, but the chalky taste distracted me enough to pull on the pencil skirt and slip into the black pumps, to get on with it already.

Get on with it already. That’s what Jane always said. Or had that been Elizabeth’s quip? Did it matter? They were both gone. And now I was the last of the Moores. Alone. Single. And I was an orphan.

Again.



“Please join me in prayer,” the chaplain said amid the damp sound of noses being blown. Behind him, red and gold light streamed through the vaguely nondenominational stained glass of the college chapel.

Alone in the front row, I bowed my head but kept my eyes open. Since Jane passed ten days ago, I hadn’t cried, as if I were some kind of character in a novel, the proof of my mental state evidenced on the page by my lack of tears. But I didn’t want to be a heroine in a book. I wasn’t a heroine, I had always been a supporting character, the only child in a family of an older generation of academics and Midwestern farmers and do-gooders, the serious analytical one who brought a book to holidays, was used to keeping quiet, listening. Always listening.

Lying open on the pew beside me, the program recounted Jane Moore’s biographical history: undergraduate from UCLA, graduate work in women’s studies at the University of Minnesota, two years in London, tenured faculty at the college for twenty-five years, preceded in death by her wife, Elizabeth Pelletier, longtime college library director, survived by her only daughter, Dolores Moore. Mama’s whole life summed up in a paragraph of accolades and achievements. Elizabeth had had a similarly impersonal memorial service last year.

(Dorrie should be paying attention, the voices scolded.)

I folded the program and tried to listen to the chaplain.



I heard the first voice when I was in kindergarten, after the first loss. My grandma Virginia Pelletier, Elizabeth’s mother, who spent her entire life on a farm in Iowa, had passed away from congestive heart failure. I remembered sitting solemnly on a dark, hard pew in the Lutheran church, the hymnal heavy in my lap, wearing my first funeral outfit: a navy blue skirt and cardigan with a calico blouse. My feet, in white tights and patent leather shoes that pinched as much as my heels did today, swung above the burgundy carpet, while Mommy sniffled beside me. I knew I was supposed to be sad, but I was having trouble grasping what Mama had told me: that Gigi was gone.

“Where did she go?” I kept asking, but no one could give me a satisfactory answer.

Gigi’s funeral and reception was a large community affair, and while my mothers, aunts, and bereaved grandpa were occupied with cleaning and company and caterers, I was left to wander the Pelletier house alone, the one child among a forest of adults. I stood on a stool in the upstairs bathroom of my grandparents’ house, now home to Baba only, and smoothed my long black hair and straightened my favorite headband—red-checked with cherries.

I’m so glad I chose the cherries and not the sunflower, I heard a voice say. I turned around, but no one was there. The red goes so much better with Dorrie’s complexion.

I climbed down from the stool and checked behind Gigi’s flowered shower curtain. No one was there.

And it was on sale too, added the voice.

Almost ghostly, the voice wasn’t coming from inside my head and not outside it, either. Even so, I wasn’t frightened; I was pretty sure I knew whose it was.

“Thanks, Gigi?” I whispered timidly.

Instead of responding, the voice tutted, She sure needs a haircut.

I asked for a trim when we returned home.



“Amen,” recited the crowd, not quite in unison.

“Jane’s family has asked that a poem be read in lieu of a eulogy,” said the chaplain.

It had been my only request as Jane grew weaker and weaker. At first we blamed the chemo and the third surgery, not quite willing to acknowledge that her frailty was a result of her inevitable mortality. But Jane had insisted we talk about the end. She and Elizabeth had always structured our lives carefully, everything scheduled and organized in their particular way.

“Mama, please don’t make me speak at the funeral,” I had pleaded.

Jane laughed—or what passed for laughing at that stage—and patted my hand. When speaking at Elizabeth’s funeral, I had been so nervous and distraught and—what was it? Something unnamable—that I stopped midsentence and escaped to the chapel’s unisex bathroom, where I threw up the donuts I had eaten at the funeral parlor. Jane had agreed to my plea.

“ ‘For what is it to die,’ ” recited the chair of the theater department, whom I had asked to read because of her deeply resonant voice, “ ‘but to stand naked in the wind and to melt into the sun?’ ”

I tried bringing my focus back to the echoey chapel and the words of Kahlil Gibran chosen by Jane, but I pictured her in the coffin, riddled with the cancer that had taken two tries to kill her.

“And now a reading from Ecclesiastes,” said the chaplain.

Jane went into remission after the first bout of breast cancer, when she was in her midfifties, and my mothers had celebrated by getting matching tattoos, sideways figure eights inked on the spot between the breasts, or where Jane’s breasts had been. The infinity symbol was supposed to signify “forever.”

The new president of the college approached the pulpit and cleared her throat delicately. “ ‘A time to mourn, and a time to dance,’ ” she said. Her black two-piece dress gaped at the chest. I was certain she didn’t have a tattoo on her breast.

“Please rise for ‘We Will Walk Together.’ ”

I stood but didn’t sing. I thought about my two mothers’ breastbones. Behind them, their hearts. Jane, like those swans that die of heartbreak after losing their mates, rattled around the Victorian after Elizabeth passed away sixteen months ago, until her cancer reappeared in the lymph nodes and I moved home to care for her. Another job I had failed at. Jane had made me talk about the end—the hymns she wanted and the flowers for her gravesite—but not what it would mean for me, the only child left behind. With the exception of the promise I had made her, she hadn’t told me what came next for me, the orphan, the last of the Pelletier-Moores. There were some things we never talked about. Across the aisle, a woman’s wobbly soprano scratched my ears.

(A funeral, said a voice, is no time to show off one’s vibrato.)



I never told anyone—not even my mothers—about Gigi’s auditory appearance after her own funeral. When June Moore, my grandmother on Mama’s side, passed away from complications of pneumonia six months later, her voice joined Gigi’s. She’s a good kid, my favorite granddaughter, Grandma June had said, and I giggled, wishing I could remind her (as I had when she was alive), that I was her only granddaughter.

“Hi, Grandma June,” I had said, although I knew from my experience with Gigi that she wouldn’t or couldn’t talk with me, only at or about me.

She’s got those Moore ballerina hands, she said, an offhand comment that sent me begging for ballet classes like Mama had had when she was young. When Grandma June said, Dorrie looks nice in that red sweater, I took to wearing it nearly every day.

Humph, she’s awfully small for her age, Gigi commented, a farmer’s wife forever. She should finish her milk. I doubled down on drinking the glasses of 2 percent Elizabeth poured for me.

What a nice job Dorrie did on that spelling test, Gigi might comment.

All the Moores are good at spelling, Grandma June would agree, the two of them in constant conversation now, unlike they had been in life. But she should work on her addition and subtraction facts.

So I worked on math and practiced my ballet moves. As my female relatives—both the Moores and the Pelletiers—left this world, their voices multiplied into what became my own Greek chorus of sorts. Gigi and Grandma June were soon joined by the opinionated Great-Aunt Maureen, the Moore spinster who had made a fortune on derivatives in the 1980s, after her lifelong pack-a-day habit caught up with her at age seventy-eight. Then Aunt Dot, who wasn’t an aunt at all but actually Grandma June’s cousin, was suddenly voicing her opinions and often arguing with Great-Aunt Maureen. Judith Pelletier, Elizabeth’s bleeding-heart but childless sister, didn’t join until I was in college, and by then I wasn’t surprised to hear her.

One by one, as my family dwindled, the chorus grew—all of them talking among themselves, observing me as if I were a weekly TV program. Nothing—not even death, it seemed—could stop the Pelletier and Moore women (with one exception) from doling out opinions and commentary from the beyond, and I became accustomed to the cacophony that faded in and out between static as if a radio dial was being turned.



“Please join Jane’s daughter in the Community Hall immediately following the service,” the chaplain announced after another prayer and a rambling benediction.

The grandly named Community Hall was simply the chapel’s basement all-purpose room that smelled perpetually of burned coffee and antiseptic spray. A brick-lined tunnel connected the chapel to Admissions, both of which were erected in the late 1890s, the first buildings on the campus, which had once been a teacher’s college. As a child, I used to run back and forth through the tunnel on days my mothers brought me to work with them, a delicious kind of freedom that made me appreciate boundaries and borders.

“Refreshments will be served,” added the chaplain as the recessional began.

(You should have seen the spread at my mother’s funeral, came Gigi’s voice. Fresh strawberries and meringue. And that liver pâté. My chorus grumbled that I’d allowed the college-sponsored catering to provide the selection of cheeses and crudités.)

But before I could get to the food, I was intercepted by the condolences and reminiscences from people I couldn’t quite place and others I was sure I didn’t know. In the impromptu reception line at the back of the chapel, I shook hands and accepted awkward embraces.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” they said.

My mothers’ coworkers, who had watched me grow up; Olga and Jenn from my sporadic book club; my mothers’ former students; Jane’s occupational therapist, who had come to the house a half dozen times over the past six weeks.

“Unseasonably warm for April,” they commented.

(The least Dorrie can do is smile, said the voices.)

Always obedient, I smiled.

A group of fresh-faced coeds approached wearing what they must have thought passed for funeral wear.

(In my day, someone said, we had to kneel to prove our skirts were long enough.)

“We’re so sorry,” said the young women as they glanced at my sensible, low-heeled shoes and neat pencil skirt. What did these girls see in me? Was I a spinster? Did they see an orphan?

“Professor Moore was definitely my favorite teacher ever,” one of the young women said.

“We loved your mom so much.”

Mom, I repeated in my head. Mom was a funny word. A palindrome. Backward and forward, it’s the same thing. I could feel my lips pursing. Jason had always made fun of me for mumbling my thoughts aloud. Neither of my mothers had planned to become mothers, or even thought they could be. They had chanced upon motherhood and seized the challenge with their typical zealousness, a trait I had neither learned nor inherited. Articulating the M made a strange rumble in my chest as if the sound alone was enough to make me weep. I stopped myself from both speaking aloud and crying.

The young women moved on—college students were always drawn to free food—as the longtime sciences dean approached. “We remember when you were running around here in pigtails.” Dr. Lundgren’s overgrown white beard was yellowing slightly, and his eyes looked rheumy. He reached out as if to pat my head. I ducked.

I shook another hand, murmured another response.

Lundgren moved to my left, apparently having made it his job to stand beside me as if I needed a man—however elderly—to survive this. “Are you still a cartographer?” he asked.

I didn’t know how to answer. Despite my education and experience, despite the years of work I had put in, I was unemployed, laid off in what CommSys had said was restructuring, the day after Jane was put on hospice, the week after I moved out of Jason’s duplex.

“Sort of,” I told Lundgren. But without a job, was I cartographer? Without a mother, was I still a daughter?

“We’d love to get you over here.” He talked about the legacy of my mothers at the college, how important they had been, groundbreakers, how they had been instrumental in the unionization of faculty, the shift to increased renewable energy, the establishment of the first community-wide LGBTQ conference. I only half listened as the endless line of mourners—or gawkers—continued to file out, bombarding me with handshakes and opinions and clouds of eye-watering perfume. I kept my eyes focused on the vibrant map of the college affixed to the wall next to the exit. The library, Ham Hall, the south dorms, the natatorium.

“Might be a vacancy in the Geography Department,” Lundgren was saying.

(Imagine! Dorrie with a job at the college, exclaimed my chorus. I wished I could roll my eyes in protest, but that’s the trouble with people who are gone: you can’t argue with them.)

I nodded noncommittally and continued shaking hands and staring at the map on the wall. Something about it wasn’t right.

“Be sure to take care of yourself,” the funeral-goers advised. I smiled blandly as instructed by the chorus.

“Don’t do too much too soon,” they said.

But I had stopped paying attention.

I squinted. A key in the lower left-hand corner of the map defined parking rules and walking trails, and the buildings were labeled and color coded, the quad a brilliant green dotted with pink trees as if it were perpetually spring here. But that wasn’t the problem.

“What’s next for you, Dorrie?” someone asked.

(That’s what we’d like to know, chorused my voices. She needs a job. She should sell the house. She should join one of those dating apps.)

And then I realized that, despite its attention to detail, the map lacked the bright red YOU ARE HERE sticker that the others around campus had. That location marker, combined with an accurate map oriented appropriately, was how a new student found their way to the next building, how the visiting parent located the bursar’s office. Even before there was written language, humans used the position of the stars to anchor themselves. In order to move forward and navigate the world, you had to know where you were.

I looked at the map on the chapel wall. How could you find your way if you didn’t know where you started?






CHAPTER 2


Back at the Victorian, I slipped off my heels in the foyer to discover blisters on my pinky toes, the skin rubbed raw, an open wound. The house, its own open wound. Home not only for me but for the academics and literati, the misfits and boundary-pushers who had always been welcome for coffee or an afternoon beer, who stopped by unannounced for grievance sessions and were invited to my mothers’ monthly symposia. Now there would be no more gatherings—I had finally moved the last of my things out of Jason’s duplex a month ago and I wouldn’t see my coworkers anymore, not that I would have cared to. I didn’t know enough living people to fill the dining table; although, if I could have held a party for the departed, I would have been a great hostess.

The shipman’s clock on the mantel ticked and the fridge’s motor whirred. Despite some chattering from the ladies in my chorus commenting on the food and the attendance at the reception, the house had that new kind of empty feeling that had settled in its bones since last week, since Jane had taken her last breaths, since she had extracted the promise from me. I felt wobbly and a headache was inching its way up my skull, and I almost didn’t answer when my phone rang. But it was Becks, the only person whose voice I wanted to hear.

“How are you?” She was pixelated but beautifully familiar: pointy nose that once had a piercing, curls in a haphazard bun, squinting eyes without her glasses, face a little bloated.

(Is she getting too much salt? someone wondered. I couldn’t tolerate any salt when I was pregnant with you, Judy, volunteered Gigi.)

“Oh, Dorrie,” Becks said. Although she was now thousands of miles away in California with her lovely husband, I could picture Rebecca Marie Eastman exactly as she had looked at seven, at fifteen, at twenty-two. Birthday parties at the Eastman house, sleepovers in their basement. Flashes of her slide-showed across my memory: tableaus of dinners at the Pelletier-Moore house, swimming lessons with Elizabeth, back-to-school shopping with Jane. “I wish I could have been there.”

The first time Becks came to the Victorian, we had just discovered not only that we were “exactly the same” (i.e., we both loved American Girl dolls, the color teal, and our second-grade teacher) but also that we were neighbors. Mommy and I had run into her and her mother at the local playground and invited them over.

“I like your house,” Becks had said when we left our moms talking in the kitchen. She had grown up in a postwar split-level with blond furniture and coordinated drapes.

The Victorian hadn’t changed much in thirty years. It was more or less exactly as it had been my entire childhood. A solid and permanent token of my existence. Across from Jane’s floral sofa was Elizabeth’s overstuffed velvet chair in front of the brick fireplace—“Lake Superior sandstone,” Jane used to say—which was flanked by two Chinese urns that used to hold firewood but now were empty. The oak floors that I sashayed across in my pale pink leotard still reflected afternoon light.

“Who’s that?” Becks had whispered as we crept past the study toward my bedroom upstairs.

“That’s my mom,” I said. Jane was working at the huge desk, her head bent over student papers as usual.

Becks gave me a funny look. “I thought your mom was at the park with you.”

“That’s my other mom: Mommy. This is Mama. Come look at my American Girl doll—I just got a new dress that my grandma made.”

But Becks didn’t immediately look at the doll. She pondered a moment. “I only have one mom,” she said sadly.

“Do you have a dad?”

“Of course,” she said.

“I don’t have a dad. I mean, I did, but not now.”

“That means,” she said in what she would later perfect as her teacherly tone, “there are two things that are different about us.” She put one hand on top of her head and the other on mine. “We have different colored hair and different moms and dads.”

“We’re not exactly the same—”

“But almost,” we said in unison, and then giggled. Becks was the first person to see me—and accept me—for exactly who and what I was.

“Do you have a sister?” Becks had asked then. I told her I was an only child. “I don’t have a sister either—I have a baby brother. So we should be sisters.”

“Should-be sisters,” I had agreed. And that was what we were.

“It’s so hard to believe Jane’s gone,” my should-be sister said now. “I feel like such a terrible friend for not coming to the funeral.”

“Don’t worry about me.”

“I can’t help worrying about you.”

(I’m glad Becks’s doctor didn’t let her travel, Aunt Dot said. Everyone in my chorus had loved Becks. She needs to take care of herself.)

“You keep cooking that baby,” I said.

This was her fourth pregnancy and would hopefully be her first baby. I remembered the gurgles of the kettle boiling in the kitchen of Becks’s one-bedroom apartment as she took her first pregnancy test. We had both always agreed—since second grade—that we weren’t ever going to have babies, and she was terrified. We were twenty-four, still acting like college students, both of us unmarried, although she had been dating the same guy for four years. I clattered cups and spoons to mask the sound of her peeing, and then she burst out, waving the test around, gasping. Two lines. Pregnant. She pointed at the bubbling kettle. “I’m gonna need something stronger,” she had said, reaching above the fridge where she kept her amaretto.

I batted her hand away from the alcohol. “You can’t—you’re pregnant.” And then she laughed. Cried and laughed, but mostly laughed. I had to find a paper bag under her sink so she could breathe in and out until she could talk. She called Charlie and I went home.

“Look at how huge I am already.” Becks panned the camera down her abdomen and its bump. “I’ve never been this huge.”

Five weeks after that first positive test, I was back in her apartment, bringing her tea as she cramped and bled. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, Dorrie,” she had said, her voice clogged with snot, “but now I want a baby so badly.” And then she cried even harder. Six months after the miscarriage she and Charlie got married and within a month or two she told me, “It’s so embarrassing to admit this, but we’re trying to conceive for real.” She told me I, too, would change my mind someday, but so far all I could see about pregnancy and having children was the uncertainty—something I had, for as long as I could remember, avoided at all costs.

“It’s adorable,” I assured her now. “You’re glowing.”

“I am not. Why do they say that about pregnant women? I feel bloated and gross. Look at how cute you are.”

“I am anything but cute.” The V-neck sweater was now dusted in cat hair, the unusually warm April weather had made my black wavy hair limp, and I had dark circles under my eyes. Despite the fact that my chorus had always complimented me on what they called my “olive complexion,” my skin looked ashy no matter how much blusher I used.

“You are lovely as always,” she said, and I heard the murmurs of my chorus agreeing—mostly—with her.

(Dorrie could do something about her hair. How about highlights? She could do some amber chunks?)

“Although you are a little pale,” Becks conceded.

“I’m just thirsty.” I carried the phone through the dining room where the table still held the detritus of hospice care, and through the swinging door, above which was a large brown stain on the ceiling that my mothers were always meaning to repair, into the kitchen. I took comfort in its shape and smell, the texture of the old cabinets and Formica countertops. Although the house’s only full bathroom had never been remodeled—despite Jason insisting it would be a “great return on investment”—the kitchen had been partially updated twenty years ago with newish appliances and tile floors. However, my mothers had never decided on the wall color and the four splotches they had painted years ago were still visible beside the refrigerator. The paint names were labeled in Elizabeth’s penciled scrawl: Sea Foam, River Blue, Pewter, and Linen White.

“Why do you need to try out the white?” I had asked my mothers. “You know what white looks like. Look around. Fridge? White. Stove? White.”

I was thirteen at the time, and what I had wanted to add was: You two? White. But that was another thing we never talked about. The Pelletier-Moores didn’t talk about their Minnesotan—aka Norwegian and German—lineage and Caucasian ancestry. Jane and Elizabeth were Liberals with a capital L. They worked at a liberal arts college, for God’s sake. And they had me—this brown-skinned, black-haired sprite, this girl, Dolores.

“It’s Spanish,” Mommy told me when I was in preschool and realized that not everyone called me Dorrie, that I had this other full name.

“Doloreth,” I repeated endearingly, a moment captured on a grainy VHS tape that must be around somewhere.

“It’s a family name,” Mama had explained once.

(Margaret Dolores, someone in the chorus had whispered. Maggie, said Grandma June softly.)

“It was your biological mother’s middle name,” she said, a phrase she had used before but that I hadn’t understood. Biological mother. As if I needed another mother.

But now. Now I had none.



I propped the phone against the toaster and filled a glass from the tap. Becks asked about the service, and I told her about the crowds, the faces I didn’t recognize, and she repeated how she wished she could have been there.

“Did Jason come to the service?”

“Nope.” I gulped the water but the pressure on my temples pounded.

Although she was outraged on my behalf that my ex-boyfriend hadn’t come to my second mother’s funeral, I had been relieved not to see him. Or his mother.

“Well, he could have at least showed up.”

“He sent flowers, I think.” I hadn’t even taken them out of their plastic yet, but their pungency was already filling the kitchen. I unwrapped the bouquet to find a bunch of tall white lilies.

(Lilies are toxic to cats! said Elizabeth in a worried tone.)

I set the flowers on top of the fridge, out of the way of the curious tabbies, and threw out the business card for Flynn Lakes Realty he had tucked amid the poisonous blossoms.

“What about food? Did you eat?”

“I had coffee,” I said, “and pinwheel cookies. Jane’s favorite.”

“You can’t live on coffee and cookies!”

“Sure I can.” I laughed. Or tried to.

There was a silent, choked pause.

“Was it awful?” she asked softly.

“It was just like Elizabeth’s. You remember that chaplain? Pretending like he knew her?”

Becks had still been living in Minneapolis when we prepared for Elizabeth’s funeral. She had helped us clean the living room and kitchen to get ready for the reception and had made sure Jane and I ate. Both of us missed Becks terribly when she and Charlie moved a few months later, even though we were happy for her. Well, Jane was happy for her.

“I just want whatever is best for the people I love, Dorrie,” Jane had said when I complained about my best friend moving away, leaving me. “Just because she’s far away, that won’t change the bond between you two. You don’t need to be physically close to remain emotionally close.”

Now Becks yelped. “The baby must have the hiccups.” Her face took on that sort of beatific look that you imagine pregnant ladies having as they consider their unborn child. She yelped again. “It’s wild, Dorr, this growing-a-baby thing.”

I smiled and said something appropriately interested and interesting, but I was thinking about how, soon, it would be not only half a continent separating us but also this experience she and Charlie would have together. She was moving on to someplace I couldn’t understand, a future that seemed so unclear to me, the lonely woman in an empty house in Minneapolis.

“Dorrie?”

Looking at her face, I could tell Becks had asked me something, something she wasn’t sure she should ask. “What did you say?”

“Oh, never mind. You need some rest.”

“What is it?”

She looked at me, bit her lip as if trying to not say anything. Then she asked anyway. “What are you going to do about Jane’s request?”

Suddenly the kitchen felt very close. The splotches of paint seemed to be watching me. A meow came from somewhere in the house.

(Has she fed those cats? wondered the ladies of my chorus.)

“I’m not…” I began. My head swam.

“Are you feeling okay?” Becks was asking, her face close to the screen.

“Just warm.”

I opened the window above the sink, letting in the afternoon air that smelled of soil and compost and my mothers. My mothers. They were gone. Elizabeth and Grandma June and Gigi and Aunt Judith. All of them—both here and gone.

“You look kind of gray,” Becks was saying.

But I was thinking about how Jane would join the chorus—I knew how this worked. Amid the static and aimless conversation, I would suddenly and without warning hear her voice saying something meaningless and mundane as if she had always been there. For now, before she joined the others, I only had the memory of the last words she said to me.






CHAPTER 3


It was a deathbed wish like in a gothic novel. Jane had asked me as I sat beside her, both too young to lose another parent and too old to be an orphan.

She attempts to speak, then licks her lips. Mama’s breath is shallow and slow. I bring a THC lollipop to her mouth, and its cherry flavoring becomes the only color on her pallid face.

“Do you need anything else, Mama?” I ask, smoothing the sheets of the adjustable bed, which the hospice workers have set up in the living room of the Victorian.

My voice sounds distant, more distant than even my chorus, which is murmuring, lamenting the dying of their daughter, niece, sister, wife, but I can also tell they are anxious for her to arrive and join the conversation. I push the sound of them out of my mind, concentrate on the moment, the individual minutes and seconds of this day. It is a Friday, and I can hear the garbage collectors clanking in the alley. I forgot to put out the recycling. This thought intrudes my desire to sanctify this moment.

She shook her head, pushed away the lollipop. “Thank you, Dorrie,” she said weakly.

Then she had smiled and reached out. I took her hand—so thin and scarred. “Dorrie.”

“Yes, Mama?”

“Dorrie,” she repeated. “Dolores, after my sister Margaret Dolores Moore.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Why didn’t I take you back to Colombia?”

I shushed her, told her not to worry, tried to offer her the lollipop again.

“We always talked about going to Colombia, didn’t we?”

We had. My whole life, Colombia—this foreign place that was on my birth certificate—was like a shadow that followed me, like a voice in my chorus. Jane had a pile of woven blankets at the foot of her bed that were made from Colombian wool, and colorful handmade trinkets—ceramics and textiles—decorated her bookshelves. Elizabeth had encouraged me to study Spanish and had learned alongside me “for our trip.” They played cumbias and vallenatos on the stereo in the living room and experimented with recipes, scrounging the Midwestern grocery stores for obscure ingredients. “Someday,” they would say if I ever asked when we would go. But they had never booked flights or researched hotel rooms, had never contacted travel agents or applied for passports.

And I never pushed them. I would go along with their enthusiasms, saying, “It’s pretty,” as a child when Jane showed me photos of South America, or, “That sounds cool,” as a teenager when Elizabeth talked about guided tours of Cartagena. “We should definitely go,” I said vaguely when I was in my twenties and life seemed to stretch out endlessly in front of me. I was curious about my birth country, yes, but also uncertain. And I hated uncertainty.

“Elizabeth wanted to go so badly, she wanted to see where you were born, but there was always—” Jane coughed and then breathed heavily for a moment. “Always some excuse not to go. Don’t let the excuses—don’t let fear, or anything—keep you from doing what you want, what you need to do, Dorrie.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“You need to do it.”

I was sobbing. “How can I, Mama?”

“You can do it. Go back, go see where you were born, to Cali.” She pronounced the city’s name with a forceful, long a, having always hated when people said it wrong, gave it too much twang. Cali, I repeated in my head, that long, open sound, the delicate lilt of the l.

“Go see where Maggie went, where your—your father lived. Go see your beginnings, maybe you’ll see what Maggie saw, what I didn’t see, why she chose that place…” Mama coughed, held a hand over her heart. “I don’t know how you’ll ever find that apartment, that lovely little apartment. There was a mango tree.” She was breathless with excitement, with urging. “There was something magical about that apartment where they lived. You must go there, find that place.

“You’ve always been searching, Dorrie, following your maps, charting other people’s routes. Maybe it’s time to find your own path. I’m sorry that Mommy and I can’t go with you. But we know you’ve always been searching, and maybe going to Colombia will show you the way. Go taste the food and smell the flowers.”

She let out a crackly laugh. “Smell the flowers—what a cliché.” She had always abhorred clichés and I laughed through my tears. “We should have taken you, shown you where you came from. Elizabeth and me.” My mother, my aunt, my mama. She had tears in her eyes but also the hint of something like hope. “Promise me you’ll go, and don’t let anything stop you.”

And then she began to speak faster, her voice insistent but now unintelligible, a garble of thoughts and words and emissions, as if she had so much still to say she didn’t know how to slow down enough for me to understand. She squeezed my hand and I pressed my fingers against hers, no longer gentle but urgent.

“I promise,” I said, because what else could I say?

Mama let out a long sigh and that was it.



I closed my eyes but still no tears came.

“I don’t know what to do,” I told Becks. “I promised Jane, but…”

“You don’t have to decide right now.”

I knew, of course, that despite my promise, I was still in charge of my own life, that I could make my own decisions. I frequently tried to remind myself of that, but when the chorus chattered, I usually did as I was told.

“You don’t have to go, but you might want to when, you know, when you feel better.”

But the prospect of traveling anywhere, much less to Colombia, was overwhelming. I’d never even used my passport, which Jason had insisted I apply for, and I liked home so much I decided to move back to the Victorian. And I hated to fly. Just thinking about it all made me feel woozy. I swayed in the kitchen and gripped the countertop for balance.

“Dorrie,” said Becks. “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t look good.”

“I think it’s just the caffeine from the chapel-basement coffee making me feel strange,” I said, but the static of my chorus buzzed in my brain. “You know how I hate that.”



The summer before Becks and I went away to college, we decided that we needed to experiment a little before heading to school—her to a college out east, me just one state over. We had always been on the same straight and narrow path, serious students, never been invited to big parties, and we were both a little anxious about our next steps. So late one night she bummed a joint off her younger brother, Kyle, and we walked to the big bandshell by the lake. The glassy water reflected the full moon and we spotted a few fireflies in the parking lot but no other humans. We sat cross-legged on a park bench and inhaled.

(Should they be doing this? someone in my chorus had worried.)

“I don’t feel anything,” Becks said.

“Me neither.”

“Kyle said this is the good stuff.”

We each took another hit, coughing and then laughing. A loon cried from across the lake and a wisp of cloud danced over the moon. The lighted skyline of downtown Minneapolis was reflected in the still water. We smoked more of the joint, watching each other and waiting. And then my head seemed to float off my shoulders, a giggle escaped without my doing anything. Becks’s face looked white in the moonlight, lovely and ethereal. She was talking but I couldn’t quite understand her. I stood up and swayed as a wave of something pleasant washed over me, and for one moment I felt at ease. I opened my mouth to say… I didn’t know what. But then the pleasant feeling intensified, it wrapped itself around my chest and my lungs and my head, which was still floating away. It was a wonderful sensation but also terrifying. I tried to sit back on the bench beside my friend, but my body seemed to have other ideas. I twirled and then skipped. I was out of control, couldn’t control my movements, my body, my thoughts. I could feel myself smiling, but I didn’t know why. I wanted—needed—to know why. I walked to the edge of the lake and watched the progress of the moon’s reflection. I kicked a pebble and the water rippled, making the moon shimmer. It was stunning but also unnerving—the scenery, the tableau of this summer night—all perfect and wonderful. And it was too much. Too uncertain. I wanted to feel like me again. Not the me that was unpredictable and did things like smoke joints in the middle of the night. The dour, unhappy—or at least middling—me, not this unrestrained, chaotic version.

Later, we agreed that the chill sensation wasn’t worth the feeling out of control, and neither of us ever smoked again (to the relief of the disapproving voices).



“Have some more water,” Becks told me now. Sweat collected at the back of my neck and I lifted my hair, scooped it into a ponytail.

(I said she should have worn her hair in a clip, Grandma June said. I liked it when it was short, said Aunt Judith. She looks better with it out of her face, said Aunt Dot.)

“You need some rest, Dorrie.”

(Becks is right. I was so exhausted after Vic passed, I could have slept for weeks, said Grandma June, who was always particularly opinionated around funerals.)

If only they would be quiet for one second. I leaned against the stove, trying to gain some sense of equilibrium. Pressing a finger against my forehead, I willed the chorus to silence or at least switch channels, but then another rush of heat swept over me. My underarms were damp, the V-neck would need dry-cleaning—not that I would ever need it again.

“Dorr—”

“Really, I’m okay. I think.” I tried to smile at the phone’s camera, but the walls with their splotches of paint pulsed around me. I rubbed the bridge of my nose, tried to clear the sensation of falling. The croupy bark of the neighbor’s dog echoed through the open window. The room spun.

“Maybe you should sit down,” Becks said. From miles away, she inspected me, her brow wrinkled, with that same concerned expression I used to see on Elizabeth’s face when I was sick, parked on Jane’s green sofa all day while they brought me chicken soup and Tylenol, played endless games of mancala, the glass stones clinking and clanking.

“You’re going to be a great mom,” I said.

Becks nodded but stayed focused on me. “Your eyes look glassy.” And I thought of those stones.

“Don’t worry—” I protested, but my temples throbbed and my heart beat as quickly as hummingbird wings. The sound of the mancala stones clattered in my head. “I don’t feel right, Becks.”

“Dorrie.” Her voice commanding like she was corralling wayward middle schoolers. “You look really sick.”

“I don’t think I can…”

“You need a doctor.”

(It’s probably nothing, the voices said.)

“It’s probably nothing,” I repeated.

“Come closer.”

I leaned toward the camera; the room rotated nauseatingly. Something near my heart fluttered.

“Hmm,” Becks said.

“Am I having a heart attack?” I clutched my chest.

“I doubt it, but…” She paused, her brow drawn. “But maybe call nine-one-one. Just in case.”

“Oh, Becks,” I said. A panic was collecting itself deep in my abdomen, working its way up my torso, bumping into things on its way. I looked around the kitchen, watched Bojangles wander in. “What if I die right here and no one finds me for weeks?” I wailed.

“Your mothers’ cats will alert the neighbors,” Becks assured me—a little too quickly, as if she’d thought about this possibility. I wasn’t the only one who hated the sensation of being out of control.

Bojangles sniffed his half-empty food dish and then wandered down the basement stairs.

“They’re going to run out of kibbles and then they’ll eat my dead body!” I was hysterical now and the spinning wouldn’t stop. Django appeared in the kitchen doorway twitching his ears. My feet seemed to fill with blood and my arms were leaden. “I’m—”

“Dorrie.” She was firm. “Go out on the porch in case something happens so that those cats don’t eat you.”

“I…”

“Dorrie,” she said again. “Hang up and call nine-one-one.”

I carried the phone outside. The exterior had been painted many times over the years, each time its gingerbread trim getting a new, vibrant color. Chartreuse, teal, lemon yellow. It was currently dark brown with a bright salmon trim, including the railing enclosing the front porch that ran the length of the house. Despite our early spring, the old wicker furniture hadn’t been uncovered yet. The love seat had always been Jane and Elizabeth’s spot, and on summer evenings they would sit together reading or just watching the neighborhood kids ride past on bicycles, while I would perch in the little rocker, which was now piled with partially composted leaves. I collapsed on the dirty wooden floorboards, leaning against the love seat for support, as if my mothers were still there.

(She’ll snag the weave, Great-Aunt Maureen said. No way to repair wool crepe like that, added Gigi.)



“What’s your emergency?”

I told the person who responded to my call that I was having a heart attack. “Or something,” I said.

“Massive cardiac event,” some physician had said about Elizabeth. As if we should have sold tickets and made seating charts. But there had been no one to witness her final moments. She collapsed at work and her administrative assistant first called Jane and then the hospital. Jane had been teaching a class, and when she arrived at the library, the paramedics had already whisked Elizabeth away. And by the time I arrived at the hospital, her heart had stopped beating for good. Her heart with the infinity symbol inked over it.

I closed and then opened my eyes, the tunnel vision increasing, the edges going black, as black as a funeral outfit. I had no such tattoo, no tangible link left, only ethereal voices, which at this moment seemed to be watching my suffering with silent alarm.

“We’re going to need some more information,” said the operator. I’d never, I realized, called 911 before, and it turned out that just declaring your emergency wasn’t enough to propel them into action. They needed me to tell them where I lived, what my symptoms were. So much talking, I was so tired of the talking. The operator asked questions and I tried to answer them through my gasping breaths.

“We’re sending someone now, ma’am,” she said at last.

I squinted and everything darkened like a light had gone off. The porch floor seemed to buckle and undulate. Across the street, the neighbor’s children shrieked and giggled in the spring dusk, oblivious. The lump pressed against my chest. I tipped one way, then the other.

(Is she going to faint?)

I thought about the aneurysm, the pneumonia, the cancers, the accidents, the unforeseen events that had taken my family away. But not really.

My mouth felt lined with cotton and my eyes stung. I thought of Elizabeth with the disconnected machines. I thought of Jane in her adjustable bed, pale against the white sheets, making me promise. I put a hand over my chest. If I died, I would have failed her. Failed Mama and Mommy and Margaret Moore.




1989

Cali, Colombia
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From the moment Margaret Moore stepped foot on Colombian soil, she felt an overwhelming sense of certainty. As if the planets had ordained it, she knew that she would stay, that this would become home. After a year of travel from Japan to Thailand to Italy, she hadn’t expected to ever be cured of her wanderlust. But as she disembarked at the Alfonso Bonilla Aragón International Airport in Cali with that usual disoriented feeling of the international traveler (the reason she loved travel, really), she felt a prickle of something different.

The smells were airport smells: exhaust and cologne and plastic. The noises were typical of air travel: garbled announcements, weeping in either joy or despair, and the occasional sharp bark of a drug-sniffing dog. Moving from plane to taxi, from train to hostel, she had been to so many intersections, and all of them—no matter the city or country or even continent—were similar in their common foreignness. Until now, until Colombia.

And no, she wanted to say aloud: It wasn’t the man beside her. Or, not only that. Although, yes, the fact that Juan Carlos had one hand in hers and the other pressed lightly at the small of her back gave her a frisson of excitement, an otherworldly thrill. The fact that they were in this together now, traveling halfway around the world to his home country, linked by the gold-colored bands they had bought at a kiosk in the Piazza Navona, contributed, she knew, to this sense of familiarity. But there was something more.

As she stood on the sidewalk outside the arrivals gate and watched Juan Carlos flag a taxi, weighed down by suitcases and the ridiculous antiquated Louis Vuitton makeup case her aunt Maureen had insisted she bring on her travels, she realized what felt different.

This place felt like home.

Although, this wasn’t her original home. Home had been a big ranch house in Minneapolis, where winters were bitterly cold and summers smotheringly hot. Her childhood had been a place filled with advice from well-meaning relations and aunts and parents. With more than ten years between her and her sister, Jane, Margaret had always been told what to do, what not to do. Jane had indoctrinated her in 1980s counterculture, in individualism and autonomy, in the feminism that she had discovered in college, urging Margaret to choose freedom and independence.

And she had. From the time she was twelve and spent her first week away at Girl Scout camp, Margaret couldn’t wait to see the world beyond the Moore household. Even though she had hated the mosquitos and the smoky campfire and the KP duty of camp, she loved being in a new, unfamiliar place. From then on, she sought opportunities for travel—other summer camps, a high school band trip to Canada, a week in Philadelphia with Aunt Dot. Being away from home allowed her to reinvent herself, to claim her identity, whatever it was at that moment.
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