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To Ray, the most creative (and sometimes crazy, but in a good way) person I know.


Thank you for encouraging and inspiring me with your energy, ideas, and outside-the-box approaches to problems and projects.









Grassroots art is created by self-taught individuals . . . Often driven by a vision, they work for many years creating an environment which is meant to be viewed as a whole. Many times the artist is inspired by seemingly useless recycled items.


Definition by Grassroots Art Center, Lucas, Kansas
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LUCY BAILEY – Belle’s mentor and first boss at the Magnus hotel chain


BELLE (ISABELLE MARSDEN) – the main character, former event planner who moves from Chicago to Kansas to heal from a traumatic experience


ROSCOE BOX (aka the Penitentiary Poet) – Soulstice gang member who works at federal penitentiary and writes poetry


COOGAN – roadside zoo owner and exotic animal dealer


DESHAWN – Soulstice gang member, waiter, tenor in community choir, and history buff


SAMUEL PERRY DINSMOOR – eccentric artist who created the Garden of Eden in Lucas


MRS. DUMAS – Belle’s landlady


EZRA – librarian and nephew of Belle’s neighbor Mitchell


MRS. GLICK – Belle’s second-grade teacher


TYREE GUYTON – unconventional Detroit artist and creator of the Heidelberg Project


GRANDPA JAKE – Belle’s deceased paternal grandfather


MARCUS JAMISON – Belle’s second boss at the Magnus hotel chain


JAX – Soulstice gang member and roadside zoo volunteer who’s fond of neon hair and nail colors and creative snack foods


LAKSHMI – Soulstice gang member who works at the roadside zoo


ARTHUR MACADAMS – Parks and Recreation director for the city of Lawrence


MAE (aka Aquamaureen) – Soulstice gang member who dresses all in shades of blue-green, loves crossword puzzles, and seems ditzy but knows a thing or two


DANA MARSDEN – Belle’s late mother


GREG MARSDEN – Belle’s father


SHELLEY MARSDEN – Belle’s stepmother


MIRANDA – Belle’s best and most trusted friend since elementary school


ROGER MORTON – Lawrence city manager and good friend of Steve Schwann


MITCHELL MULDOON – Belle’s next-door neighbor, a retired custodian with a green thumb and Ezra’s uncle


NICK – Miranda’s fiancé


OZZY – young fox, a recent addition to Coogan’s roadside zoo


BEN PARK – Belle’s college boyfriend


OLIVE PICKLE – Soulstice gang member who’s gaunt but cheerful


POLLY – gift-shop manager at the Garden of Eden in Lucas


MRS. PRUITT – Belle’s nosy neighbor across the street


REBA – artist who creates unconventional quilts, wall hangings incorporating roadkill, and other unusual works and Soulstice gang member


RIP – Mitchell’s dear, departed dog


STEVE SCHWANN – Lawrence city zoning department head and Belle’s adversary


URSULA – Ezra’s former romantic interest in Nebraska


WALLACE – young wallaby and Reba’s sidekick


ZEBULON – Soulstice gang member with a flair for costumes
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THE ARTISTE
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A bit wild for Kansas, wasn’t it?


Not that Belle had anything to compare it to—she’d never been to a quilt show before, never paid much attention at all to quilts—but there was something distinctly off about the counterpane that hung before her like a curtain on a rod. At first glance, its design looked traditional, like the one titled “Sunbonnet Sue” hanging beside it. But closer inspection revealed stitched blocks depicting ferocious animals escaping from cages and running like hell off the edges of the quilt.


Definitely unconventional.


Unconventional made Belle woozy. As did the woman standing next to her—a little too close for Belle’s comfort. The woman looked like she might have escaped from an animal pen, with that untamable tangle of hair and the way she rocked back and forth, low to the ground, on her footpads.


“Oooooooo,” the woman intoned, her voice ranging from chirp to coo as she spoke to no one in particular.


Belle sidled away. She was in no mood to engage with anything more than quilts. The woman gave Belle a sideways, slantwise look and sidled in the same direction. While normally that would’ve been enough to make Belle turn and flee, she considered her reason for visiting the quilt show in the first place. To try something new. Besides, the strange quilt held her spellbound.


A sound like “Hmmmmmm” escaped Belle’s lips. It wasn’t so much a comment on the quilt as her reflexive response to any overture from a stranger: a signal that though she was responding, she wasn’t inviting intimacy. Then she hiccupped—a nervous tic that annoyed her no end.


“Well, how do you doooooooooooo,” the woman said, drawing out the last word in a downward glissando while turning her head and studying Belle in the same manner as she had the quilt: with an expression that was half scowl, half squint. The woman’s tawny eyes had an animal quality, too—feline, but not in a suspicious or sneaky way. More lioness than housecat. Unconventional for sure. Artsy.


What on earth was Belle doing here—at a quilt show, of all places—exchanging nonsensical sounds with this unconventional (artsy or just plain crazy?) woman?


It was like this: Lulled by last night’s bourbon—just a nip to toast her new life—and exhausted from the 450-mile drive, Belle had slept deeply, dreamlessly, and awakened with enough energy to spend the morning unpacking moving boxes. Then to reward her industry, she’d driven to the coffee shop she’d glimpsed on her first drive through the leafy college town that was to be her refuge for the next six months. On the way she’d seen the signs: Quilt Show—Central United Methodist Church. She’d never been to a quilt show, never had any inclination to go to one, but how very Kansas. Perhaps it would offer a perspective on her new surroundings. And how comforting. Belle was no artist herself—far from it—yet she had always found solace in other people’s artistry. And solace was what she desperately needed in the wake of that wretched experience with Jamison, her former boss.


But solace wasn’t exactly what she found when she followed the arrows and ended up here, beside this peculiar woman, staring at this peculiar quilt.


Except for the two women’s voices and the shush of feet on the wooden floor and occasional murmurs of appreciation from other quilt-show goers, few sounds circulated through the church activity-room-turned-gallery. Color was the predominant sensory stimulus. Not on Belle, of course. She wore the usual: jeans and a tank top the same shade of gray as her eyes. The woman beside her was a different story, dressed in Southwestern shades of turquoise, terra-cotta, and gold and sporting a crocheted, Rastafarian-style hat that barely contained her fuzzy mane. Around the room, quilts in Sunburst, Log Cabin, Flying Geese, and the ubiquitous Sunbonnet Sue designs hung hem-to-hem with splashy abstracts.


“Mmmmmm, this one’s unusual,” Belle said aloud, to fill the awkward pause. “Seems unconventional. Don’t quite know what to make of it.”


Bird-lion woman laughed, a trill. “Neither do I,” she said. “And I made it.” Then cutting her cat-eyes toward Belle, added, “I’m Reba. And if you ask me if I like country music, you’ll be automatically disqualified from new best friend status.”


Belle hesitated, pinching her lower lip between her teeth, then reached out to shake Reba’s extended hand. “I’m Isabelle . . . but you can call me Belle. Nice to meet you, Re—Whoa! What the devil . . .?”


“Oh, how rude of me.” Reba turned face-on, revealing a denim sling around her shoulders—the kind made for carrying babies—from which protruded a doglike snout, two furry ears, and a pair of feet that looked like oversized clown versions of a rabbit’s feet. “Meet Wallace. He’s a wallaby. Or wallababy, if you will. We were just heading home for iced tea. You could come along.”
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Just days before, Isabelle Marsden, age thirty-four and seven months, known to friends as Belle, was on her way to a new life. Alone. No husband, no kids, no pets. Never had the husband and kids; pets, not since childhood. She knew her destination—a randomly selected Kansas town—but nothing more of what lay ahead. Everything she’d known was behind her in Chicago: job (intolerable, courtesy of Jamison), home (if you could call it that: a studio that was little more than a place to sleep and eat cereal and takeout), friends (mostly from work, except for Miranda, her bestie from grade school through college and careers).


A fuchsia stripe on her GPS showed her route, a line so straight the disembodied voice she called Sabrina had no reason to speak up. On either side of the road, acres of densely planted corn: monoculture monotony. And on the radio—until the signal faded out—McCoy Tyner’s jazzy piano, broadcast from the Chicago public radio station Belle had supported with semiannual pledges. She had the T-shirts, tote bags, and mugs to prove it, all tightly packed with the rest of her belongings in the back of her Chevy Spark.


She’d driven through countryside like this on her way to college in Indiana, oh, so long ago. How different she was then: eager to engage with the world and its interesting people. Now, all she wanted was a haven—a place to retreat, regroup, reassess, regain control, and use her rational mind to figure out how the hell to get herself back on track.


[image: ]


On the short walk to Reba’s house—just a few blocks from the Methodist church—Belle’s mind was a jumble. It’s not like me to follow a stranger home. Much less some boho Salsa-farian who carries around a kangaroo. Wallaby. Wallababy. Whatever. Shouldn’t I really get back to unpacking? What difference would it make to this stranger if I just thank her for the invitation but turn around and go back to my car? I’m not here to make friends; I’m here to hole up and decide what’s next. To heal. I don’t need other people for that, least of all crazy ones.


And yet she could not bring herself to stop. It would be rude. Besides, there was something in Reba’s exuberance and unconventionality that cheered her the way Miranda’s always did.


Color outside the lines, Belle. That’s what Miranda had inscribed in the grown-up coloring book she’d slipped into a box of leftover miscellany while helping Belle pack. “Salmagundi,” Miranda had scrawled in her loopy script on the label she’d stuck sideways on the box. Belle would’ve stuck the label on straight and detailed the box’s contents on it, but she’d been so exhausted that last day before the move, she’d let Miranda take over. When she’d seen the label and started to protest, Miranda had hushed her: “C’mon, Belle. It’ll be like a surprise package.”


Belle was not a surprise-me kind of person. Not. At. All. Surprises made her queasy, but she’d trusted Miranda on that one, as she trusted Miranda on so many things.


“Well, here it is,” Reba announced, jarring Belle out of her ruminations.


Reba’s house struck Belle as the architectural equivalent of its inhabitant. A patchwork of iris, daffodils, tulips, and hyacinths crowded a sidewalk that led to a weathered porch festooned with Tibetan prayer flags. Old bowling balls encrusted with mosaic tiles and faux jewels crowned a stone retaining wall out front and stood like sentries on either side of the porch steps.


Reba started up the steps and motioned for Belle to follow. Belle remained rooted in place, wishing she could blend in with the flowers and disappear. She took a step forward and then two steps back when she caught sight of the front door, decorated with swirls of blue and green that spiraled around a doorknob painted to resemble an eyeball.


“How . . . unusual,” Belle said.


Reba looked over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “Think so?” She pushed open the door with one hand.


Unlocked. But of course it would be. The eyeball held Belle’s gaze until she shook her head to break the spell.


“Well, come on in.” Reba bustled inside, slipped off the Snugli, and deposited Wallace on the floor. Wallace blinked and sniffed the air. Then he sprang onto a window seat strewn with pillows in colors suggestive of Mumbai.


Belle crept up the steps and edged a toe toward the threshold. Drew it back. What am I doing here? Seriously, this is crazy. And whatever else I may be, I am not crazy.


“Just make yourself comfortable while I get the tea,” Reba said, heading into the kitchen. With a skeptical look toward Belle, Wallace bounded off the window seat and hopped after Reba.


Belle leaned into the open doorway. As her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, two impulses tugged at her. One, to explore the room and its strange contents. The other, to pivot on her heel and run the hell away from any more surprises.


Color outside the lines, Belle.


She gave the doorknob one last furtive glance and slid past it into the room but left the door ajar in case she felt the need to escape in a hurry. With each tentative step toward the window seat, a new peculiarity snagged her attention. On one wall hung an object—an assemblage she guessed you’d call it—made from porcupine quills, feathers, beads, and a scaly, shell-like thing that looked like the carapace of an oversized insect. Armadillo? Belle never had seen such a creature in real life but recalled encyclopedia pictures from childhood. She suppressed a shiver.


Another wall was covered floor to ceiling with masks—skulls, birds, Buddhas, demons—all beaded, bejeweled, and embellished with bits of colored glass and mirror. On a side table, a collection of animal bones sat alongside a spread of cookies, donuts, and an entire layer cake that, close-up, turned out not to be actual food but crocheted and papier-mâché likenesses.


Strange was not an adequate word for this place. Creepy? A little. Intriguing? That too. Belle’s insides mirrored her thoughts: A current skittered through her belly, circled around, and coursed through again; her chest thumped.


Or was that thumping coming from Wallace, bouncing into the room behind Reba, who carried a tray laden with glasses of iced tea and a plate of cookies? (Real? In this place, who knew?)


“So,” Reba said. “I see my creations haven’t scared you away—yet. Some people are put off by the roadkill, but I say, ‘It’s there for the taking and a whole lot cheaper than ordering from Dick Blick.’”


Belle peered through slitted eyes at the armadillo shell and back at Reba. “I’m not sure I—”


“Dick Blick? The art supply place? You’re not an artiste?”


“Hardly! I almost flunked kindergarten because I couldn’t draw a stick figure. And then in second grade . . .”


Reba set the refreshments on the coffee table and plunked herself onto the window seat. “Second grade was a long time ago. Besides, there’s more to art than drawing,” she said, lingering mid-sentence over the word art.


The interruption took Belle aback; she swallowed an indignant hmph but didn’t think it worthy of comment.


Wallace nibbled Reba’s ankles until she hauled him up beside her. Then, patting a pillow-free space on her other side, she looked at Belle with an intensity that turned her feline eyes to glittering amber.


“Sit yourself down here, woman, and tell me about your talents. Or as I like to call them, your gifts.”


Her gifts. What, exactly, would those be? Organization? She was good at that—so good she’d made a living at it back in Chicago, as a closet organizer and event planner. That seemed like more of a skill, though, not a true talent or gift. Certainly not on a par with drawing or painting or even making wall hangings from parts of dead animals, and not something she cared to disclose to new acquaintances. Once people knew you were an orderly type, they expected you to organize every disordered thing that came along. Then there you were, doing the drudge work while everyone around you lived it up. What’s more, she had no interest in doing anything that would remind her of her previous life—and Jamison. What he’d put her through: the indignities, the shame. As if anyone could ever truly forget something like that.


Belle kept thinking. She’d been told she was a good listener. Again, big deal, gift-wise. What else, what else? At thirty-four-plus, surely she had cultivated one or two talents.


“Mmmmmm, well, I guess I—” Belle began, stalling for time.


“Oh, good lord!” Reba leapt from the window seat with such force the ice in the glasses on the coffee table rattled, and her Rastacap flew off her head. “Him again! I was sure he was out of town, and we could breathe easy for a few days. Wallace! Allez!”


Wide-eyed, Belle looked from Reba to Wallace to Reba to Wallace as the two scrambled, Reba running to the front window for a better view of the red-bearded man striding up her front walk, Wallace—as if following a practiced routine—making a beeline for a doorway in an alcove off the living room.


“Belle! Get him downstairs!” Reba hissed. “Please?”


Without thinking, Belle shot from the window seat, scooped Wallace into her arms, flung open the door before him, and clattered down a rickety wooden stairway into a basement dark as a snake hole. Depositing Wallace on the floor, she sprinted back up the stairs to slam the door and scurried back down just moments before Reba’s voice wafted through the floorboards.


“Mr. Coooooogan! What a surprise. And yet, I must have known someone was coming to visit. Look—I was just about to have an iced tea, and something impelled me to pour a second glass and set out a plate of cookies.”


In the dark of the cellar, Belle groped for a light switch, but her fingers found only stone walls draped with . . .


Cobwebs? Are you kidding me? What kind of horror movie cliché have I stumbled into?


Wary of making any noise that might attract the visitor’s attention, Belle lowered herself onto the bottom step and stared into the blackness, trying to make out the cellar’s contents. Given the weirdness she’d already encountered above ground, she could only imagine what might be stored beneath. Cauldrons? Shrunken heads?


A furry snout nuzzled Belle’s kneecap. She gathered Wallace up and held him on her lap like a toddler, stroking the top of his head. His jittery heartbeat slowed, and so did hers. And then, against all odds, both Belle and wallababy dozed off.
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At first, the pounding was a drumbeat in a convoluted dream. Grotesque figures danced around leaping flames as Belle tried to herd a troupe of capybaras. Then she roused and realized the sound was Reba beating on the basement door.


“Hey—you okay down there? The coast is clear now, you can come up.”


Clutching Wallace to her chest, Belle grabbled up the stairs and fumbled to open the door. The afternoon light dazzled her so, she could hardly make out Reba standing with arms outstretched, a glass of iced tea in one hand, a fresh plate of cookies in the other.


“Sorry for the delay,” Reba said. “Had to get rid of that pest. He’s been sneaking around ever since he got a tip that I might have been responsible for a little—shall we say—mischief at his roadside zoo.”


“Were you?” Belle surprised herself with the bold question. Normally, she’d have waited for an explanation and if none came, just wondered silently.


Reba turned to lead the way back to the living room. “Of course. But not in the way he thinks.”


Weary all at once despite the basement nap, Belle sank onto the window seat and leaned against a pillow. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know more, but she had a feeling she was going to hear the story whether or not she fed Reba prompts. “So, you . . .”


“I liberated Wallace from that prison camp, yes. But Coogan has no clue about that—I made it look like Wallace dug his way out. Coogan thinks I stole his armadillo to use in one of my creations. Of course, I would never! That creature got out on his own and then had the misfortune of crossing the highway at the wrong moment. I merely gathered and memorialized his remains. But the more Coogan comes poking around here, the more it complicates life for Wallace and me. I can only take him out in public when I’m sure Coogan is away, which, fortunately for everyone, is most of the time.” Reba chugged half her glass of tea. “Enough about us, though! We were talking about you when we were so abruptly interrupted. You must be new in town. I’ve never seen you around before.”


“Total newbie.” Belle reached for a cookie. “Mmmmm, I could use one of these right about now. So, yeah, I just moved here and—oh! What kind of cookie is this?” She held it up and scrutinized the green flecks running through it.


“Zucchini jalapeño. Grew them myself. Not the cookies, the squash and peppers. I’m not much for chocolate chip or oatmeal. So anyway, what brings you here to the Kansas Capital of Kookdom and Quirkdom? Got a job at the college?”


Belle took a tentative bite of the cookie. “Nothing like that. I guess you could say I went for a spin and landed here. That’s the short version. The longer version is—longer.”
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THE PUZZLER
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Belle didn’t need dishes; she’d brought her Crate & Barrel plates, bowls, and mugs—the chip-resistant, stackable dinnerware set—along from Chicago. So why was she fondling this blue china cup on the yard sale table? And why was she poking around a yard sale, anyway?


She hadn’t planned to go exploring. She’d planned to spend a quiet morning at her new home. Retreat. Regroup. That’s what she had planned, especially after the somewhat bizarre encounter with Reba and Wallace the day before. But after another morning of unpacking boxes in her little stone rental house, with its smell like old books and face powder, she found herself restless. Couldn’t hurt to go for a drive, get some fresh air, get to know her surroundings. She wouldn’t have to stop anywhere, wouldn’t have to talk to anyone, just have a look around.


Yet somehow, after driving through a landscape of silty ponds, fields flat as pool tables, and trees that in lusher settings would barely qualify as shrubs, she’d ended up in a place called Tonganoxie, where the yard sale, like the quilt show, drew her interest. It seemed so very Kansas. Her curiosity got the best of her. Couldn’t hurt to just look, right?


She glanced at her phone to check the time. Against her better judgment, Belle had agreed to meet Reba for coffee at four, at which time Reba promised to elaborate on the circumstances under which Wallace had become her roommate. But that was still a few hours off, and Tonganoxie was probably only twenty minutes away. Her attention returned to the cup in her hand. Totally impractical. For one thing, her fingers barely fit into the space between handle and cup. For another, it was delicate china. And blue? Not her color.


Yet she couldn’t put the cup down.


“Like it? It was my mother’s.” The voice came from a woman slumped like a half-empty sack of chicken feed in an aluminum lawn chair beneath a shade tree.


“Your mother’s?” Belle would never sell anything of her mother’s. She had so few mementos as it was: faded snapshots of the two of them at Disney World when Belle was eight; her mother’s favorite turquoise-and-silver earrings; a pair of crocheted gloves the exact size of Belle’s own hands; the rings her father had given her the day of her mother’s funeral fifteen years ago. She wore the rings often and cared for the other artifacts like a curator, swaddling them in tissue paper, storing them in archival boxes. On the trip down from Chicago, the collection had occupied the passenger seat like a longtime companion. “You sure you want to sell it?”


Another glance at the hapless woman made Belle regret the question. Of course the woman wanted to sell the cup and everything else on the tables, which looked to be just about everything she owned.


“Ain’t that why it’s there?” the woman snorted, sounding like a scornful barnyard animal. She gave a look that Belle couldn’t read. Disdain? Indignation? Had Belle offended her?


Summoning skills she’d honed in a job where smoothing ruffled feathers often was required, Belle tried to find common ground. “Are you moving? I’ve just moved myself, and I did a lot of load-lightening as well.”


“Moving—that’s a good one. Don’t I wish.” The woman swiped a hand across her forehead and rubbed it on her shapeless polyester pants, then nodded toward a Ford Escort parked in the driveway, its battered grille a grimace of dejection. “Gotta get that thing running, and that takes money. Which I ain’t got at the moment.”


Belle set the cup down and picked up a flowered plate with a chip the size of a thumbprint on its edge. She didn’t need any dishes, but something about the woman’s desperation struck a chord. No amount of money could make up for what the woman was losing, for what she’d perhaps already lost. But maybe, just maybe, a little cash would help get her on the road to someplace better. A quest Belle could identify with. Pulling her wallet from her purse, Belle turned back to the woman. “Got any boxes and newspaper? I’ll take all the dishes you have. And that lamp over there. And how much for the little end table?”
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Parked in front of One World Café in downtown Lawrence, fifteen minutes early for her coffee date with Reba, Belle rolled down the windows and watched people passing on the sidewalk. A young man with tattoo sleeves on both arms and nickel-sized plugs in his earlobes pushed a toddler in a stroller. A large woman carrying a guitar and sporting a purple hat with a feather plume ambled over to a sidewalk bench, took a seat, and belted out a bluesy tune. A trio of young women with identical straight, side-parted hairstyles and Pi Beta Phi T-shirts fiddled with their phones and stopped to snap selfies in front of a street sculpture of a taco with legs.


Belle watched them all with more detachment than interest. Her eyes drifted over a planter spilling in an artful way with begonias, sweet potato vines, and ornamental grasses to the street scene beyond: a main street filled with boutiques, galleries, restaurants, and a few old-school businesses like the hardware store and barbershop. Not one vacant storefront that she could see. And flowers, flowers everywhere. This was a community that kept up appearances. Exactly the kind of agreeable, colorful, yet orderly place she’d hoped to find.


But wait—this guy jaywalking right behind her car—that wasn’t exactly orderly, was it? Or even necessary, with that crosswalk just a few steps away. In profile, the man’s face—the angle of his jaw—looked familiar, but not in a comforting way. Familiar like . . . Jamison? Here? Right behind her car? Was that possible? Her colon contorted. Then the man turned his head to check for traffic before darting across the street. No, of course it wasn’t Jamison. Just some other guy who thought rules didn’t apply to him.


Jamison. Her former boss was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of now. Yes, thing, not person, that’s how she thought of him, when she thought of him, which she’d almost stopped doing, what with all the driving, house-hunting, and unpacking. Now he’d intruded again. Oh, he was good at that.


Her heart hammered. She took a deep breath—in through the nose for a count of five, out through the mouth for a count of seven—just the way Miranda had taught her. Inhaaaaale. Exhaaaaaaale. Again. Again. She focused on the begonias—pretty flowers, pretty flowers—anything to take her mind off that creep Jamison. The drubbing in her chest softened to a steady lub-dub.


Just beyond the planter, in a throng of shoppers crossing the street—properly, in the crosswalk—was an eightyish woman dressed entirely in aqua: aqua muumuu, aqua anklets peeking out of aqua canvas flats, aqua headband holding her braided and coiled white hair off her face. It wasn’t just the woman’s outfit that captured Belle’s attention, though, it was the way she moved across the street, taking a few quick steps, stopping and looking all around with jerky head motions, then a few more steps, another round of darting glances and so on. Watching her was like watching a squirrel with a nervous disorder. Was she lost? Afraid someone was following her? Afflicted with a medical condition?


The woman stopped in front of the café, looked all around again, then pushed open the door and walked inside. Belle checked the time. Reba should be arriving soon, might as well go in and get a table.


Inside the café, the aquafied woman stood in front of the pastry case, regarding it in her herky-jerky way. Belle walked over, debating whether to offer help or just mind her own business. Just then Reba swept in wearing the denim sling with Wallace tucked inside.


“Oh, I see you two have already met,” she said, taking her place in line behind Belle and the older woman. “Guess you don’t need me to make introductions.”


Belle and the woman looked at each other, then at Reba, their expressions slowly shifting from blank to bemused.


Belle spoke first: “Actually, we—”


“—haven’t,” the older woman finished. “Who’s she?”


“This is Belle, Mae. I told you about her, remember?” Reba shifted the Snugli; Wallace raised his head, eyed Belle with a glimmer of recognition, settled back in.


The woman stared at Belle in an unfocused way. “I guess.”


“Belle, this is Mae, or Aquamaureen, as Roscoe calls her.”


“Roscoe?” Belle was still absorbing Reba, Wallace, and Aquamaureen. Now there was another character in this weirdo cast?


“Yes, Roscoe, the Penitentiary Poet. You’ll meet him soon enough.” Reba winked at Mae, whose face flushed as she dropped her head. “Oh, Belle, don’t worry,” Reba said, apparently catching the flicker in Belle’s eyes. “He’s not in prison, he works at the prison. Leavenworth. And he writes poetry on the side. Mostly the left side, politically.”


Mae’s head snapped up. “Bravo for that.”


Once their drinks arrived—café con leche for Reba, Earl Grey tea for Mae, chai for Belle—the women found a table by the front windows. The aromas of freshly ground coffee beans and just-baked pastries—the same in coffee shops everywhere—gave Belle a sensation of fullness from belly to heart. She’d done a stint as a barista between her organizing jobs, and that time had been a happy, uncomplicated one.


“How’d you and the Times make out today, Mae?” Reba asked as she shrugged out of the Snugli and set the sling and the now-sleeping wallababy on the extra chair.


Mae made a face. “Twenty-seven down tripped me up. Ten-letter word for sinister. Starts with M.”


Reba counted to ten on her fingers. “Well, I sure as hell don’t know. I’m a visual, not a verbal.”


The espresso machine—a high-end La Marzocco, Belle had noticed—hissed and gurgled in the background. Crockery clattered as departing customers deposited their cups and plates in a bin near the door.


“Hmmmmmm . . .” Belle was trying to say something, but no actual words came out. She could feel Reba and Mae waiting for her to go on. She hiccupped, but softly enough she hoped they didn’t hear it in the coffee shop din. “Mmmmmmaybe ‘malevolent’?”


Mae registered surprise with widened eyes and a single head snap. “I do believe you’ve nailed it, Belle.” She reached into her muumuu pocket, pulled out a rumpled scrap of newsprint, and smoothed it on the tabletop. The morning’s New York Times crossword puzzle was almost completely filled in with letters precisely printed in peacock blue ink. Mae took out the matching pen and wrote M-A-L-E-V-O-L-E-N-T in one string of spaces, then quickly filled in the rest of the puzzle. “You’ve done me a great service, Belle,” she said. “I must repay you with a favor.”


Belle held up two hands, palms out, as if pushing the suggestion away. “Oh, no, that’s not necessary. It was nothing.”


Mae twitched and blinked a rapid succession of eye flutters. “You mustn’t refuse my reciprocation, Belle. That’s a form of rejection.”


Really? That was a new one on Belle. She thought she knew how to interact with people—she’d done it all the time in her event-planning job, and she’d had some pretty unusual clients. Yet her social skills seemed entirely inept in this setting. What were the rules here?


“All right, then,” Belle said in a tone intended as kind. “But I can’t think of any favor I need right now. Could we put it in escrow?”


The suggestion mollified Mae. The blinking and twitching stopped, and she beamed.


“Okay, let’s get down to the business at hand,” Reba said. Wallace roused like the dormouse at the Mad Hatter’s tea party and stuck his nose into Reba’s cup.


There was business? Belle had presumed this was a social date, a chance to continue the disjointed conversation from her visit to Reba’s house. She waited for Reba to explain.


“The parade is only a month away. We need to get costumes and instruments ready and help Roscoe plan the after-party. So much to do.” Reba tipped her cup to let Wallace lap up the last of her drink. “We’re hoping you’ll help us out, Belle, being new in town. It’ll be a way to get involved in the community, make new friends.”


Oh no, oh, no!


Belle reflexively raised her hands to make the pushing-away gesture again—she hated getting roped into things, and she’d vowed not to get involved in anything during her time here. Recoup, regroup, heal. Remembering Mae’s reaction, though, and not wanting to offend, she dropped her hands back to her lap.


“Parade? Party? What’s the occasion?” The only summer parades Belle could think of—Memorial Day, Fourth of July, Labor Day—would not take place in a month. Did Lawrence have some special festival or celebration?


Reba reared back and peered at Belle as if she were a newly discovered species of organism. “Soulstice, Belle. The summer solstice celebration. You’ve not heard of it? No matter. The thing is, it’s gotten bigger every year. We started it as a lark—just a bunch of us dressing up like suns and sunflowers and sunglasses and watermelons and parading around my neighborhood. But then it caught on, and now damn near the whole town turns out in costume, with drums and dancers and acrobats and every kind of street performer you can imagine. Since we started it, it’s fallen on us to keep the thing organized. And this year’s the tenth anniversary, so it’s kind of a really big deal.”


Belle nodded. “Okaaay . . . so . . .?”


Pulling his nose out of Reba’s café con leche, Wallace knocked the cup onto the tile floor. Cup and tile collided with a clink, but nothing shattered. Without missing a beat, Reba swooped down and picked up the cup.


“Well, as you may have noticed, organization is not my forte,” she continued. “Mae’s either.” She nodded at Mae, who covered her face and peeked over her fingers like a bashful child. “As for the rest of our friends . . . they’re our friends. What does that tell you?” Reba stopped and looked at Belle, her eyes pleading.


Belle had to sit on her hands to keep from doing the back-off thing again. Damn. She was sure she hadn’t told Reba about her organizational abilities—she was always so careful to keep quiet about those tendencies around people she’d just met.


She extracted her hands from beneath her seat and with an apologetic smile, gave a helpless, palms-up shrug.


“Afraid that’s not my thing either, Reba,” she lied. That was all she needed to say, right? Now she could just finish her chai, wish Reba and Mae well, and head home, entanglement-free, to figure out what to do with all that yard sale crap in her trunk.


Yet something tugged at her—a sensation so physical she thought Wallace was nibbling at her T-shirt. But no, the tug came from inside. With Miranda so far away and nothing definite to do with her time, Belle was as empty as the little stone fortress of a house she’d chosen for her refuge. The parade and party—whatever they were—could fill some time and take her mind off all those things she was trying not to think about. Would that qualify as coloring outside the lines? Surely it would.


“Okay,” Belle said, finally. “I’ll help if I can.” Then before she could stop herself: “Costumes and instruments—that actually sounds fun.”


[image: ]


Belle flipped open the Chevy’s hatch and unloaded her yard-sale purchases onto her front lawn, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. Just like the neighborhood itself, a wallflower sitting on the sidelines here in North Lawrence, on the other side of the river, far from the historic district’s prissy Victorians and even farther from the suburbs that sprawled west of town. Its chief landmarks were railroad tracks, a grain elevator, and Johnny’s, a onetime gin joint turned tavern with the slogan “Longest runnin’ tap in town.”


The scrape of metal on hardened earth told Belle the old guy next door was poking around his petunias again. She’d seen him from her living room window the day she moved in, over there fussing with the hard-packed soil where he somehow managed to convince flowers to grow. When he’d looked up, Belle had wiggled three fingers in a feeble wave, then ducked beneath her windowsill. Now here he was again, and Belle was just as determined to avoid interaction. She kept her eyes trained on her boxes, lamp, and table, but the man shuffled over anyway.


“Hey there, Miss . . . Ma’am . . . Miss, let me give you a hand with those.”


Belle raised her hands, palms out. “Oh, thanks, but that’s really not . . .” She remembered Mae’s admonition and dropped her arms to her side. “Well, all right, I guess I could use some help. Thanks.”


The man hoisted the end table onto his shoulder, grabbed the lamp with his free hand, and marched toward Belle’s front steps as she fumbled with her house key.


“Keeping your door locked, that’s a good thing,” the man huffed from under the tabletop. “Not that we’ve had any trouble around here lately—we watch out for each other. But still, you being a single lady. Or so I presume.”


“Ummm,” was all Belle said. Not about to reveal personal details to some old dude in overalls, even if he was her neighbor. No, sir. She stationed herself by the open door as the man deposited the table and lamp in the living room. On his way back out for the boxes, he stopped and extended a hand.


“Name’s Mitchell. Mitchell Muldoon. Some people call me Mitch, but I don’t like it much. Mitchell’s the name my mama give me, and I reckon that’s what she meant for me to be called.”


Belle shook the man’s hand. It was sandpapery, like his voice, and his grip was strong.


“Isabelle Marsden. You can call me Belle—my mother did.”


“Well, all right, then, Miss Belle. I can remember that ’cause you kinda look like a bell—the ringing kind—the way your hair flares out there at the bottom.”


Belle fingered the ends of her hair, short and wispy around her face, longer in back. It never behaved the way she wanted, always stuck out in the wrong places. Overdue for a trim, it was even more unruly in the Kansas humidity.


Mitchell turned back toward the living room, looked out the window, and winced. “Didn’t realize you could see my place so good from here. Got a little overgrowed lately, but my nephew’s coming down from Nebraska pretty soon to give me a hand. Maybe then it won’t be such an eyesore for you to be looking at.”


Belle waved a hand as if making the scene disappear. “Not to worry, Mitchell. All I see when I look out that window are your pretty petunias.”


Mitchell brightened and turned away from the window. “Let’s get them boxes in here so I can get back to scratching that dang dirt.”


Once the boxes were inside and Mitchell had left, Belle busied herself unwrapping the secondhand dishes.


Just what I needed—more boxes to unpack. But that woman was so . . . down and out, and no one else was buying anything.


Belle stacked the chipped dishes in an empty bottom cabinet and arranged the unchipped ones in a glass-fronted cupboard built into one corner of her kitchen. The mishmash of colors and patterns was not at all her style, but the delirious mixture made her smile. Salmagundi.


When she came to the blue china cup—the one that belonged to the yard sale woman’s mother—she stroked its surface and placed it alone on its own shelf, wishing it had belonged to her mother. She mentally inventoried her “Mom-entos” again: the photos, earrings, gloves. She held out her right hand and gazed at the rings she’d worn most every day since her mother’s funeral. The memory floated through her mind like the weighty scent of lilies she associated with that day.


After the funeral, after the graveside service, after friends and relatives had gone home, after the remains of the casseroles had been stashed in the fridge, the extra sheet cakes and pans of lasagna stacked in the freezer, Belle and her dad had sat side by side on the living room sofa, surrounded by potted plants and floral arrangements that gave the room an earthy, flowery, leafy, greenhousy smell.


“It doesn’t feel right without her here,” her dad said. “But at the same time, it’s where I feel closest to her.”


“I know. So you think you’ll stay here?” Belle could hardly get those words out. She couldn’t bear the thought of her childhood home in Des Plaines disappearing the way her mother had, the thought of her father in any other setting. This home was safety, shelter. Her family was safety, shelter. Had been. Now that was shattered. And though she was no longer a child, she was desperate for something to hold onto.


Her father didn’t answer right away. He stared out the window, then straight into Belle’s eyes. “I want to say yes, honey. I know how much this house means to you—and me—and I’m not about to make any sudden changes. But I have to be honest, Isabelle. I don’t know what’s ahead for me.” He paused, took a breath, and exhaled as if deflating. “I do know this—I’m always here for you, whether I’m here or somewhere else.”


He wrapped his arms around her and rocked her like a child. The antique wall clock—the one whose ticking always steadied Belle—counted off five minutes, ten. Then he said, “Wait here.” He stood and walked down the hall. A door opened and closed with a click. Belle waited, her eyes traveling around the room to the paintings her mother had bought at art fairs—scenes of sunlit fields and farms. Happy, colorful, hopeful scenes, free of foreboding.


Her father returned with a small velvet box and handed it to Belle. “Open it.”


Inside, her mother’s wedding band and diamond solitaire gleamed against the satin lining.


“She always planned to give you these when you married. She used to say she’d hit me up for a bigger rock then.” He smiled and wiped his eyes with a knuckle. “But our love doesn’t depend on whether you get married or on anything you do or don’t do. Our love is always with you, and I want you to have these rings now as a reminder.”


With that, he slipped the ruby ring off his right pinkie—the ring he’d worn as long as Belle could remember—and laid it beside her mother’s rings in the box.


“This one was Grandpa Jake’s. He gave it to me when I left for college—when I went ‘off into the world,’ as he put it. I’m giving it to you now to remind you that you mean the world to me, and you can always count on me, no matter what.”


And she had counted on him. Until a year later, when he married Shelley and moved to Phoenix. Oh, he was still “there for her”—just a phone call away, he’d insisted. A three-hour hop on the plane. But with their marriage, Shelley became the center of his world, a whole new world that Belle wasn’t part of. They might even have kids together—Shelley was young enough. Belle didn’t begrudge them their happiness, but not wanting to intrude, she stopped confiding in her dad and let the miles between them create a deeper distance.


The buzz of Belle’s phone on the countertop scrambled her thoughts. Relieved to see the familiar face on the screen, she answered right away.


“Miranda! Is it ever good to hear from you. About time you checked in.”


The woman on the other end of the line laughed, throaty and full. “I wanted to give you time to get your bearings. You are still there, aren’t you? Not on your way back to Chicago?”


“Oh, I’m still in Kansas, all right.” Belle looked around the kitchen, taking in the scuffed cabinets, the shallow sink with gooseneck faucet, the kaleidoscope of dishes she’d just stacked in the corner cupboard. “You made the ground rules, and you know I’m good at following rules. I’ll stick it out here for six months like you said, and then see what’s next.”


“Good girl. So how’s it going? Met any interesting people?”


Belle carried the phone into the bedroom and flopped onto the inflatable bed she was using until . . . until what? The bed sighed beneath her. “Interesting? You could say that. There’s this one woman who carries around a wallaby and makes art out of roadkill, and another one who’s twitchy and dresses all in aqua, and an old guy next door who’s growing petunias in concrete. Oh, and I think I’m going to be in a parade.”


There was silence on Miranda’s end. Then a voice too soft to be coming from Miranda. “Belle? Either you’re making this up, or you’re already coloring way outside the lines.”


Belle laughed, and her laugh sounded more like Miranda’s.


“You know, in this place, I’m not even sure there are lines.”
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