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			Advance praise for Crossing the Street

			“Hilarious and full of heartwarming, familial honesty, Molly’s latest was a joy to read.”

			– Jamie Ford, New York Times bestselling author of Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet

			“Molly Campbell writes with such compassion, wit, and humor that you can’t help but fall in love with Beck and, of course, the spunky, intuitive, brilliant Bob. Crossing the Street is completely heart-wrenching with an ending that will make you ugly-cry.” 

			– Katie Moretti, New York Times bestselling author of The Binds that Tie

			“A gem of a novel about being open to life and its possibilities when you just don’t wanna. Campbell serves up the mysteries of yearning, envy, and female desire with a perfect side of tenderness and wit.” 

			– Karen Karbo, award-winning author of the New York Times Notable Book The Diamond Lane

			“Molly Campbell’s Crossing the Street is a funny, warm, and charming novel. It was such a pleasure to get lost in this world, and in Campbell’s capable hands.”

			– Julie Klam, New York Times bestselling author of The Stars in Our Eyes

			“Crossing the Street is a compelling story about all the different people in our lives who become family. Campbell draws us into her characters with heart and humor and with a unique voice that will stay with me for a long time. I can’t wait to read her other books!”

			– Camille Di Maio, author of The Memory of Us and Before the Rain Falls

			“I am crazy about Molly Campbell’s writing. Her characters are funny and real. Her storytelling is fresh and poignant. She breaks the rules and looks fabulous doing so. Crossing the Street is a surprising and unpredictable, thoroughly enjoyable read!” 

			– Amy Impellizzeri, award-winning author of Lemongrass Hope and The Secrets of Worry Dolls

			“Crossing the Street is a quick, entertaining, and original story about the challenges of knowing what to want in a world filled with expectations and pressure. Molly Campbell in her signature irreverent humor has written a novel that is funny, warm and sure to get readers thinking about how both fate and choice create our lives, as long as we are open to both.” 

			– Ann Garvin, USA Today bestselling author of I Like You Just Fine When You’re Not Around

			“Crossing the Street, Molly Campbell’s funny and endearing novel, is about the intersections of our lives, mapping characters as they cross from childhood to adulthood, from middle to old age, from isolation to community, and from sadness to joy. We find connection, humor and love in the oddest, strangest and most gloriously unexpected places, as Crossing the Street illustrates with warmth and generosity.” 

			– Gina Barecca, author of If You Lean In, Will Men Just Look Down Your Blouse? and Babes in Boyland
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			For my husband,

			With intense positive regard

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			The Saturday I babysat for Ginny Dawkins changed my life. I was fifteen. Ginny was four. She had scabs absolutely everywhere because Ginny was a menace to herself. Ginny had a buzz cut due to a lice scare at preschool. She had dirty fingernails, blazing blue eyes, and she shrieked like a banshee. During the four hours she spent in my charge, Ginny tore her shorts on a rusty nail, and I had to put a Band-Aid on the scratch. The scratch that I figured would probably give her lockjaw. She insisted on five different sugary snacks. I could not get her to stop long enough to sponge her down, so I envisioned Mrs. Dawkins absolutely shitting when she saw the strawberry jam fingerprints all over the eggshell white wainscoting in the formal dining room. Ginny somehow managed to shove an M &M deep inside her ear. Again, I wagered that Ginny would require medical intervention—Mrs. Dawkins would never hire me again. In between those activities, Ginny kicked me in the shins twice, ran into the street after a basketball, and was nearly hit by a car, ironically driven by my father.

			It was that day I decided I never wanted children.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			My life isn’t exactly bright and shiny. My name is Rebecca Throckmorton. I live in a small town, and I muddle along as best I can. Four scenes from my world:

			Scene one: I am at the grocery store. Aimlessly wandering down the produce aisle, looking at the grocery list, as usual, in my mother’s elegant hand. What the hell is a rutabaga, and why do we need one? Suddenly, I see my father, who is long gone from our family—divorce. He is wearing a gold golf shirt, his khaki slacks, crisp and unwrinkled. His hair from the back is a bit silvery, as I am sure it would be after being away from our family for all these years. My heart lurches—He’s back! He came back! I abandon my cart and nearly bowl over a woman studying kiwis, knocking the one in her hand to the ground. I don’t even stop to apologize, because my dad. I come up behind him, breathe in his cologne—yup, Eau de Sauvage. I reach out to touch his shoulder, and he turns around. I gasp. The man is definitely not Dexter Throckmorton. Instead of a Roman nose, this guy has a schnozz. There is awful hair growing out of his nostrils. His eyes are not velvety and black, like my father’s—they are a watery gray and clouded with cataracts. He hears me gasp and asks, “Do I know you?” I abandon the rutabaga and rush out of the store, grocery list still crushed between my fingers.

			Scene two: My sister’s wedding. I am wearing a sleeveless, misty green satin dress with two small lines of silver sequins along the bodice. The misty green is reflected in my coloring and makes me look slightly vomitous. I feel about to vomit, since my sister Diana is marrying my former boyfriend, Bryan Dallas, who stands at the end of the aisle, beaming, his horn rims polished so highly I worry that he might start a fire with their refractions into the balcony. As D comes down the aisle on my mother’s arm (see divorce, above), my mother looking for all the world like an aging Audrey Hepburn in a slender tube of taupe silk, I look down at my bouquet and stifle the impulse to hurl it in my sister’s smug, highly-made-up-with-false-eyelashes-and-dewy-lip-gloss face.

			Scene three: Me and my girlfriend, Ella Bowers. I sit with her in front of the TV. We like to watch really old reruns of Lawrence Welk that I found for her on the Family Network. Ella pats down her soft, fluffy lavender white hair, and every time Myron Floren comes on comments how much her mother “just loved that man and his accordion.” I nod and agree, because I don’t intend to hurt her feelings—Ella is eighty-three, and I don’t want her to get riled up and have a stroke. I notice my cut glass tumbler of iced tea is empty, and I offer to go into the kitchen of her cozy bungalow and get us each some more.

			Scene four: My day job and what really pays the bills. I get home from my part-time job at Starbucks at four. I stretch, try to do the downward facing dog, and fail, as usual, about three quarters of the way down. My cat, Simpson, ambles over for a purr, and then I go and pee, change into sweats, and sit down at my computer, where I pound out a scene in which four orgasms occur within the space of twenty minutes between Travis and Crystal, who are extremely talented genitally. My latest book, Boys on the Beach, is under contract and due at my publisher in two months. When I think about this, sweat pools into the cups of my bra, because I am behind schedule, and erotica pays the bills, not venti lattes.

			There you have it.

			▷◁

			Today at Starbucks, in the slate gray late winter, as I made my zillionth mocha latte, I got a text from my mom. Old school, using no emoticons and complete punctuation:

			Hello, honey! How is it going? Big news! Your sister is pregnant! Due in July!

			I hit “delete message,” my heart pounding. I stuffed my phone back in my apron pocket, spilling scalding milk from the frother down my front in the process.

			“Shit!”

			At the other end of the counter, Joe, the nerdiest of the nerds, but a great barista, despite his bifocals and saddle shoes, noticed. “Hey, are you okay?” He intoned, looking around to see if any of the customers had heard the s- word.

			I felt my ribs tightening. For some reason, there were a few tears in my eyes, and I had the urge to fling a ceramic coffee mug into the wall behind me, but I replied, “No.” Then I had the urge to smack poor Joe for noticing.

			He shrugged and continued to wipe down the counter, which he kept immaculately clean with Clorox and soapy water, not in the employee manual, by the way. “You look like all the blood just rushed into your head. Sort of like you might explode, if you know what I mean.”

			I knew what he meant, because right at that moment, I figured that my face was probably the color of a tomato. My skin throbbed to the drum of my erratic pulse, and I could hear my heartbeat pounding in my ears. I shut my eyes for a second, and who should float into my head but my sister.

			D, at aged seven, her blonde hair in an adorable fringe, skipping into the dining room carrying my favorite book, Tuck Everlasting. She flaps the pages flagrantly. They’re covered with large, red splotches, drawn on with magic marker. I shriek in alarm, and both my parents look up from their tuna salad plates.

			“What’s wrong, kiddo?” Dad, concerned, between sips of ice water.

			“D HAS RUINED MY BOOK! She marked all over it with marker! Look at it! It’s ruined!”

			My mother springs to her feet and hugs me, at the same time chastising D. “Diana, that isn’t your book! Did you use a permanent marker?”

			She did. It was indeed ruined. The outcome was one less cherished book for me, a smirk of victory on D’s felonious little face, and a request for Tums from my father.

			▷◁

			So now Mrs. Bryan Dallas was pregnant. I poured myself some ice water from the fridge, told Joe I needed a break, and bolted for the “associates’ lounge.” I flung myself into a rickety chair, and swept all the People magazines off the breakroom table in front of me. I laid my pounding head onto the table, covered my sweaty head with my hands, and smacked my forehead up and down onto the Formica. FUCKETY, FUCK, FUCK.

			So why was the fact that Diana was pregnant so offensive to me—the least maternal person in the world? I, Rebecca Throckmorton. The last person on the planet who would want to wrestle with loaded diapers and night terrors. The woman who just the week before had watched a woman wrangle a twin stroller through the front doors of Starbucks, her lips in a tight line, her screaming toddler and drooling baby writhing in their restraints, only to arrive at the counter to request a container of apple juice and a blueberry muffin for her kids, not once glancing at the menu of the new “sip into Spring” coffee drinks. At that moment, I wanted to make her a free venti latte and give her a hug. A smug, thank God I knew enough not to turn into you hug.

			I sat up and pushed my hair away from my face and took a long drink of the ice water. Restored a bit, I looked around at the break room, with its corkboard full of inspirational sayings, some of them so old that they were faded, yellow, and tattered at the edges. So this was the first day of the rest of my life. I glanced at the fridge in the corner with our lunches in it—marked with things like This is Eric’s. Don’t touch, you morons. And the alliterative Louise’s lunch. The thrumming in my head had let up a bit. So I stood and threw my remaining water in the waste can that hadn’t been emptied in what looked like weeks, spilling over with sour yogurt in half empty cups, pizza crusts, and other stinky detritus. Then I squared my shoulders and went back out there to serve caffeine to the sluggish masses.

			It was a long day. Not many customers in the late afternoon—boring. The image of my sister, pregnant and glowing, would not leave my head. By the time I left, Joe seemed convinced that I was either having a stroke or planning a murder. He must have asked me “Are you sure you are okay?” a hundred times.

			I got home and choked down some leftover Skyline chili for dinner. The deadline loomed over me like a noose. I deleted five paragraphs from Chapter Twelve of Bad Boys and wrote what I hoped were steamier ones. In between paragraphs, I ran my fingers through my dry, Pepsi-brown hair, split ends crying out for a conditioning treatment. I re-read what I’d typed so far, and suddenly I wanted to jump right into bed with Travis, replacing Crystal in his arms. I wanted to feel his fingers as they gently stroked my back, sending chills down my spine. I wanted to bite his lips as he kissed me, causing us both to moan. I wanted him to push me back against the slippery cushions as he whispered my name. I felt a rush of heat between my legs. I snapped to attention with pain and realized that in my gush of pent-up passion, I had knocked my mug of chai tea directly into my lap, nearly scorching my lady parts. My life right then sucked.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Spring in Framington, Ohio. Lots of buds. That sheeny bright green that is so fleeting. Magnolias. Dogwoods. I sat on a bench in front on the bank of the Green River, which flows along the west side of town. A light breeze blew, ruffling my collar. I sat, waiting for my friend Gail, trying to resist opening the box lunches I bought us, to eat the chocolate chip cookies inside. Futile.

			As I chewed, the dark chocolate chips melting in my mouth and probably all over my face, I remembered when I met Gail Boatwright in first grade. She stood proudly at the top of the monkey bars, proclaiming herself “SUPERGIRL!” and waving regally to the crowd of boys below her, not realizing that they were her minions only because that was the day she wore a dress and tights, but no underwear. Mrs. Boatwright was a hippie mom who apparently felt that vaginas needed air.

			There Gail stood, her pigtails bouncing as she turned, waving to those below, her legs spread-eagled on the bars for balance. I squinted up at her as I approached, my heart filled with envy at this powerful personage, her sneakers untied, her grin triumphant. But suddenly, it all took a nasty turn. Bobby Dickerson yelled, “I see London, I see France, but Gail’s not wearing UNDERPANTS!” All hell broke loose below as the boys jostled one another for a good view, and Gail nearly fell off trying to get down in a hurry.

			“Go to Hell!” I kicked Dickerson in the ass. He fell down on his knees in the gravel, howling.
Miss French hustled over and broke up the whole thing. But not before Gail punched Timmy Eagleston and gave him a bloody nose, and I elbowed John Parker in the eyeball.

			Gail and I bonded in the principal’s office while waiting for our mothers to come in for a talk.

			“Thanks for hitting those boys.”

			“Welcome. How come you aren’t wearing underpants, anyway?”

			Gail blushed. “I get itchy. So Mom said today I could air out. I forgot at recess.”

			I grabbed her hand in consolation and unity. “That’s okay. One time I jumped into the pool and my bikini top came off. I don’t wear two-pieces any more. It was so humiliating.”

			Gail herself interrupted my trip down memory lane. “Hey, kiddo—how’s the orgasm business?” She glided up, her teal silk blouse highlighting the blue of her eyes, her blonde hair in a stylish crop, frosty spikes and gamine bangs that accentuated her high cheekbones and plush eyelashes. Gail’s long legs were encased in a flowy, gray paisley skirt that swirled around her espadrilles. I wondered briefly if she was wearing underwear.

			I grinned and motioned for her to sit. She first examined the bench for bird droppings, brushing it off with her Coach bag before dropping down beside me and grabbing one of the box lunches. “I am ravenous. Oh, shit. You already ate the cookies.” She reached out and wiped a smear of chocolate off my cheek.

			“Damn, Gail. I never get away with it.”

			She laughed. “It’s fine. I’m on a diet, anyway.”

			Gail spread the napkin in her lap and delicately peeled the waxed paper off her tuna sandwich. She munched one small bite, and took the bottle of water I held out for her. Setting her sandwich down carefully on her lap, she wrested the cap off the bottle and said, “If only this were vodka.”

			“My God. What’s wrong? Did you lose a listing?”

			Gail is a realtor. High-end. She gets the listings for the McMansions on the outside of town that sell to the bankers, the doctors, and the hot-shit entrepreneurs that move to Framington because they don’t want to live and work in Columbus. Framington became a bedroom community when urban sprawl first took over. Despite the long commute, people of affluence like to live in Framington, and Gail is their go-to gal.

			Gail capped her water and put it on the bench beside her. She re-wrapped her sandwich and put it back in the box, setting that down, too. She leaned back against the bench and tilted her head to the sun, closing her eyes. “I am so damn sick of being single. All I have is listings, for God’s sake.”

			“Whoa.”

			“Beck. We are in our thirties. We are unmarried. We have no children.” She opened her eyes and looked at me. “Okay. You hate kids. But my biological clock is ticking the crap out of me.”

			“Gail. Today isn’t about you. It’s about ME.” I wiped my mouth with my napkin.

			Gail raised one beautifully waxed eyebrow, grimaced, and indicated with a manicured nail that I had something between my front teeth. “Damn, Beck! I had no idea you were in crisis mode. Your text didn’t warn me that we couldn’t even have any conversational foreplay. Okay. What does this meeting all about you concern?” Gail lifted her dill pickle out of the lunch box and crunched off a bite. She chewed and made the “go on” motion with her other hand.

			“I have been in denial about this for as long as I could, but it is no longer something I can try to ignore. Diana and Bryan are having a baby, due in July.”

			Gail spit out her pickle, appropriately thunderstruck. It landed on the front of my brand new Ralph Lauren polo that I paid full price for at Nordstrom in Columbus. Bright orange. A gift to me from me. I picked off the pickle piece and looked at the wet spot. “This will probably be permanent. Of course it will, because my whole life is in the dumper right now. I don’t deserve nice things.” I brushed at the spot, then held it out, fanning the shirt in a futile attempt to dry the spot off.

			“D is preggers? And you have kept this to yourself for how long?”

			I looked down at my sandwich. The turkey/avocado combo suddenly smelled a little off. I scrunched the whole thing up into a waxed paper ball and put the whole box lunch on the bench beside me. “Mom told me a few weeks ago. I have been in stunned disbelief. Or denial. Or both.”

			Gail shrugged. “I mean, this isn’t actually a surprise, you know. D always said she wanted to have—how did she used to put it—‘Six kids and a rich husband?’ So yeah. It is just starting to pan out. You know. Married people do tend to have children eventually. But I get it that you are blown away by this, because well—Bryan. But certainly you don’t envy her being pregnant? You, the child-hater?”

			I drew myself up and poked Gail in the ribs with my elbow. “I have never said I hate children. Not exactly. I just don’t think I have the talent for enduring them. You know. Patience. Being able to tolerate their turbo-charged enthusiasm levels. Arts and crafts. Row, Row, Row Your Boat. It’s a gift that I just don’t possess.”

			Gail actually chortled. “So you are upset by this whole thing because you are jealous of what? You walked out on Bryan for this exact reason: kids and the white picket fence. You don’t get to have it both ways.”

			I had a brief flashback to the day I left the loft in Chicago. Boxes packed, the burly Two Men and a Truck guys hefting the last of  my possessions into the truck. All that was left in the center of the room was that one tarnished brass lamp that Bryan found at the estate sale around the corner for a dollar. Its moth-eaten, rose-colored shade with the tassels, and the claw footed base—we thought it must have come out of some brothel during prohibition, it was that cool looking. Bryan had one fist hooked around that lamp, white knuckled. Claiming it. I shook my head with pity and said something like “Go ahead. Keep it. They like stuff like that in suburbia. Antiques that give the home ‘character.’ I wish you well.” And as I walked out of the loft to climb into my Prius to follow the movers, I stubbed my toe on the concrete and sobbed.

			“Right? Beck. Hey.” Gail put her arm around my shoulders. “You knew this was coming, eventually.”

			I nodded. Jesus, I just had to buck up. “I know. And Mom is over the moon about it. It just isn’t sitting well at the moment. I will come to grips. Really.” Ha. There was a little bile stinging the back of my throat. I took a slug of water, gulped, and turned to my steadfast friend. “Enough about me. What is this about biological clocks?” There was a pause as I watched Gail’s face go gray beneath her makeup.

			“I want Will back.” She sighed.

			Horrid history: Gail was engaged right after college to the love of her life, Will Garnett. Will had an absolutely open face, an honest heart, dimples, and a Harley. Will was starting medical school in the fall after Gail and I graduated, and Gail planned to move to Columbus to get a job. The traditional “put him through medical school and then focus on your own career” scenario.

			Will and Gail were right out of the romance novels. He finished her sentences. She and Will’s mother laughed at each other’s jokes. Mrs. Boatwright promised Gail that she could have the family silver and the wedding china. Gail and I discussed at length the pros and cons of full-length veils. Will presented her with a small but flawless emerald-cut diamond.

			My phone rang at two in the morning on a Saturday in August. I struggled out of a dream to answer my phone, and heard screaming at the other end. I awoke instantly, with the crushing knowledge that something was terribly wrong.

			All I could make out was Gail saying the word WRECK over and over. I dropped the phone, shoved my arms into my bathrobe, and ran barefoot from my mother’s house the three blocks to the Boatwrights’. By the time I got there, my feet were bleeding and Gail was keening on her front porch, wrapped in her mother’s arms.

			He wasn’t wearing a helmet. They always say “killed instantly,” but I know it’s just a very kind lie. But I repeated it over and over to Gail, during the horrific three days before the funeral, and I whispered it to her as I stood, grasping her hand tightly, at the funeral home after the service. “He didn’t suffer. It was instant. No pain.”

			Gail stayed in Framington as I moved with Bryan to Chicago. She stayed to remember. She stayed to recover, and she did. Gail knows her corbels and her columns. She can see potential in the ruins of a century-old farmhouse. Gail is a nester. So it came naturally to her to become the best realtor in Framington and the surrounding environs. I thought that Will was just a tiny little achy memory. But I looked at my friend’s face and watched it crumble. I laid my head on Gail’s shoulder.

			“I am so sorry I ate the cookies.”

			We both started to laugh, but you know how laughing quickly degenerates into crying—like the two emotions are packed so closely into your emotional repertoire that they spill over onto one another. We sat on the bench, Gail and I, our lunches baking in the sun, our heads together, our eyes wet and our noses running. Best friends in the midst of it all.

			Gail was the first to sop up her tears with a napkin. She handed me one and I blew my nose, honking like a goose. Gail stood, gathered up all the uneaten catering, and stuffed it into the bin. It was for “BOTTLES AND CANS ONLY.” That was printed in huge white letters against the green plastic.

			I looked at Gail and pointed to the lettering. “You never do things like this.”

			“Dammit, kiddo! This is going to be the summer of CHANGE.” And with that, Gail leaned over and spit into the bin. She beckoned me over. I leaned over and spit into it as well. Solidarity for the two of us.

			“To change!” We both walked back to work, me to make mochas, and Gail to show granite countertops to the nouveau riche. When we parted on the corner to go our respective ways, Gail whispered, “Scared of blood. So we’re spit sisters . . .”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			A beautiful afternoon for porch sitting. In late spring, Ohio, flowering trees are in their full glory, their delicate whites and pinks a backdrop to neighborhood sounds of arfing dogs, bouncing basketballs, and lawnmowers. Ella and I sat companionably, people-watching. In our neighborhood, most of the residents know one another’s backstories so well that when somebody celebrates a wedding or a birth, we all do. Ella gently fanned her face, the ivory pleats of her fan ruffling her cloud of newly permed hair. I dangled my legs off the porch swing.

			“You know that Fred Danvers has started dating. He is going out with Myra Ellson.” Ella stopped fanning and tilted her head in the direction of Mr. Danvers, in his early nineties, who had just come out of his front door. Wearing his toupee, a white patent leather belt, and snazzy seersucker trousers, sporting his tripod cane, he looked frail but jaunty. He waved to us cheerily as he inched down his front steps carefully.

			I waved back to him as he stutter-stepped towards the bus stop on the corner. He waved again, adjusted his hair, and shouted, “Lovely day, and you two are lovely women!”

			“He reminds me of Robert. So courtly.” Ella’s smile dimmed slightly. “I have been a widow for twenty years, but it doesn’t get any easier.”

			I hate to see Ella shrink into herself. She is already as small as a mouse, and when she mourns Robert, she diminishes even further. I always try to rush in to change the subject. “It seems like everybody is dating these days, but me.” The swing stopped moving, so I shoved my feet against the concrete to set it going again as I flipped the hair out of my face. “Not that I am begrudging Mr. Danvers, mind you.”

			Ella squinted at me through her cataracts. “Dearie, is this a change of heart? You have seemed so independent since we met.”

			I laughed. In one of my chapters, I would describe it as “she laughed ruefully.” I looked down at my legs, which I hadn’t shaved for a month. “Oh, Ella, not really. But it does seem like I’ve been going solo for an awfully long time. You know our friend, Gail. She keeps reminding me that we are not getting any younger. And you know all about my sister expecting. All this is”—I poked a finger into my temple—“messing with my brain a little.”

			I watched a mourning dove swoop down and land gracefully in Ella’s driveway. It wobbled along, pecking for whatever doves peck for. A horn honked in the street behind us. I pressed my toes against the insides of my Vans. “I am independent. I made my choice. But Gail makes me wonder.”

			Ella nodded. “So she is having a hard time? I know how much she mourns for dear Will.”

			Ella, Gail, and I spend time together. I know. Three best friends, one of whom is eighty-three. I watched the dove poke around in the mulch beneath the oak tree in the tree lawn. “You know how lonely Gail is, and lately she harps on this biological clock business. Ticking, ticking. I don’t know how many times Gail has pointed out happy couples pushing strollers lately, but it is a bunch.”

			Gail and I. Sitting in the window of Beth’s Bistro, having delicious cheese soufflé and talking about how much we dread swimsuit season, when suddenly, Gail’s smile disappears as she stares out the window wistfully.

			It’s a vivid young family. The hottie husband pushes a jogging stroller containing a chubby, bald baby, arms waving some sort of lime-green lizard, his tubby legs churning. Somewhere along the way, he has lost a sock. His mother, auburn hair caught up on top of her head in a black chopstick, her firm thighs encased in black bike shorts, a tight red tank top accentuating her admirable biceps, laughs along beside them, bending over twice to pick up the lizard her baby tosses to the ground. The three of them absolutely gleam.

			Gail stares, rapt. I watch them, wondering how soon before the baby gets a gas pain and starts to scream, and the wife tenses up, annoyed by the shrieking. I wonder how long before the husband stops smiling and hands the stroller off to his wife so he can walk ahead and pretend that he doesn’t know either one of them. Ugh. The rest of the lunch consists of me talking about current events and Gail staring off into space.

			Ella cleared her throat with a croaky moistness. “Oh, goodness. Well then my news might not be exactly welcome.”

			Ella straightened up in her wicker chair and adjusted her flowered housedress to cover her bony knees, smoothing out the wrinkles. She reached inside the sleeve of her pink cotton cardigan, drew out an embroidered linen handkerchief, and gently wiped her nose. Stalling.

			“Ella. What is your news?”

			I watched Ella fidget for a few seconds, her papery cheeks flushing. Her knotted fingers closed and unclosed her Chinese fan. She put the fan in her lap, wiped her nose once more, and leaned forward. “I am having a visitor.”

			This didn’t sound like bad news. “Wonderful! Who is it?”

			Ella looked at her lap and took a deep breath. “You know that my grandson, Charles, is deployed over there?” She spread her arms in two directions, but I knew what “over there” meant. The Mideast. Horrors, children slaughtered, terrorists, and blood.

			“You have mentioned that, yes.”

			Ella looked at me with widened eyes. “He is on his final tour. He’s due back, as I probably told you, in February.” Her forehead creases deepened. “You know he has a little girl. She’s eight.”

			The visitor. A child. My head filled with visions of Ella trying to keep her delicate balance as a whirling dervish of a kid jostles into her as she tears down the stairs and out the door. I pictured devilish red hair in greasy pigtails, filthy fingernails, and a deafening howl.

			“Oh, really? Your great-granddaughter is coming for a visit? How long will she be here?”

			Ella once again unfurled her fan and waved it weakly. “Actually, she will be here until her father comes back from . . .” Ella waved her arms again in the direction of “over there.”

			This was worrisome. “I see.” I hesitated, but then just blurted, “Why is she staying with you? Are you sure you’re up for this?”

			I watched the blue veins in her temples pulse. Ella waved the fan more briskly as the color rose in her cheeks. “Rebecca, there is simply no other option.”

			Ella’s explanation was long and winding. Charles Bowers, a young Marine stationed at Camp Pendleton, met and fell in love with Rowena Chilton.

			Think passion, a wayward and headstrong girl trying desperately to escape her abusive family. Drugs. An unwanted pregnancy and a stalwart soldier who vows to stand by his girlfriend. Tumult. A number of overseas deployments, and a mother in and out of rehab. Custody papers signed over to the father.

			As Ella went on, I could see the story unfold just like a reality show. Rowena, her arms dotted with track marks, looks down at her sleeping toddler, reassures herself that all will be well for a short while. She runs her fingers through her own ratty hair, pulls on a hoodie over her sweats, grabs a fistful of bills, and snatches the house keys. She hardly notices the peeling paint around the doorframe of the squat she calls home as she locks it behind her. She needs to get some more stuff. The kid will be all right. She is always all right, even on the days when Rowena returns and the child is crying in fear. A hug will reassure. She is starting to shake as she heads down to the bus stop to meet her supplier.

			“. . . So now that Roberta’s grandparents in Iowa can no longer take care of her—they are in poor health—Charles asked me if I could take Bobby.”

			I raised my eyebrows.

			“Charles calls her Bob. Well, I guess everybody in the family does but me. She hates being called Roberta, because it sounds too much like Rowena, I guess.”

			Ella began to falter. Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. “Rebecca, I am not sure I am up to this, but I have no choice.”

			I heard myself talking from somewhere outside of my body. “Of course! You are up to it. WE are up to it! I can help you with . . . Bob, is it? Right. I am home a lot, you know, in the afternoons and on weekends. This will be fine.”

			Meanwhile, my stomach churned as I thought about how much children like to shriek. I remembered my playground days, with endless games of freeze tag, hundreds of episodes of bullying, and the myriad ways that kids can injure themselves. Ginny Dawkins, for God’s sake. Sweat ran down behind my ears, and I pulled up my shirt to blot my drips.

			“How soon is Bob coming?”

			Ella’s fan stopped waving. Her dear, filmy eyes glistened. Her lips parted in a brave smile. “Two weeks. She will be here in two weeks.”

			I stopped breathing for what seemed like a full minute. “Okay then. We need to get a move on. I’ll call Gail.”

			▷◁

			There was a flurry of activity. The Framington Target checkers got to know us by name as Gail, Ella, and I purchased a mountain of Goldfish crackers, Kool-Aid, Popsicles, and healthy stuff like whole milk, American cheese slices, apples, oranges, and broccoli florets. We also bought a new pillow and crisp white sheets for the twin bed in the spare room at Ella’s that originally belonged to Charles’ father, Robert Junior. As we perused the aisles for bubble bath and sunscreen, Ella reminded us that her son, Robert Junior, died of a heart attack when Charles was only twelve, and his mother Connie succumbed to breast cancer when Charles was fifteen. Charles had lived with Ella until he left for college. So Charles was Ella’s one and only.

			That made Gail tear up, thus she insisted that we go immediately to the beauty aisle to get some nail polish for Bob, because “all girls like to get pedicures.”

			I mentioned that not all girls like pedicures. I have never liked for anybody to touch my feet. Gail waved me off dismissively. “You’re an oddball. We all know that.”

			Ella chuckled and pointed to the bottle of OPI Mod About You.

			“This is a nice pink, don’t you think? Bobby will like this one.” Ella placed it carefully on top of her black patent leather pocketbook in the cart. “Do you think we should get her a doll?”

			“Whoa!” I stopped pushing the cart and put one hand on Ella’s shoulder and one on Gail’s. “Let’s stop with all the girly things. We don’t know this child well. Maybe she isn’t the type to play mommy. Let’s just get to know Bob better before we foist any more girly stuff on her. As a matter of fact, I think what Bob needs is a SCOOTER.” My mind’s eye conjured up a little skinny sprite, knobby knees pumping as she skimmed the pavement, her arms akimbo, covered with mosquito bites and the scabs of liberation.

			That day, we got the scooter. We went back four more times for other necessary equipment such as a helmet, two boxes of Band-Aids, a tube of antibiotic ointment, Shout stain remover stick, Clorox, assorted cereal (Gail vetoed anything sugary, but I snuck in a box of Honeycombs), and Children’s Tylenol. I chose the Tylenol, because naturally, there would be fevers. All kids get unexplained fevers, right?

			Ella supervised the rearrangement of Bob’s bedroom. It had not been touched since Charles lived there. After we cleared out all the old pennants, basketball trophies, and the stack of hockey sticks propped up in the corner, she sent me up to the attic for a worn but serviceable yellow-and-blue quilt. While I was up there, I discovered a very distinguished looking teddy bear with one eye missing, his head nearly threadbare from probable hugging, and a faded red bow tie.

			“Oh, that was Rob’s. He loved that bear. He named him Teddy, of course.” Ella stroked Ted’s ears and gently squeezed his torso, the stuffing now brittle with age. “Charles inherited him from his father. So now there will be another Bowers to love Teddy. Let’s put him on her pillow.”

			We finished off the room by dusting off all the books in the bookcase, among them The Hardy Boys series, some books about aviation, and a few ancient games. Gail sighed and vowed to bring over the first Harry Potter book, A Wrinkle in Time, and a Barbie doll. I nearly protested, but kept my peace.

			We three surveyed our work. The room was neat, clean, and soulless. “This wallpaper is okay,” I gestured to the slightly grayish pattern of circus animals. “But what this room needs is a couple of bright pictures, or posters, or something. Wait! I have an idea!”

			Ella and Gail looked expectant as I ran out of the room, down the stairs, and across the street to my apartment. At the back of the closet in my bedroom were two framed pictures of my cat Simpson that Bryan had taken when we got him at the shelter. In one, his kitten eyes were closed, his gray tiger stripes just starting to mark the tiny “M” on his forehead. In the other, he was about six months old, and he stared at the camera, his amber eyes like magic orbs. I took them with me when I left Chicago, but I had never wanted to hang them here. I put one under each arm and hustled back to Ella’s.

			Gail was handy with a hammer. Realtors do all that staging. We hung one photo over the bed, and one over the bookcase.

			“I hope Bob likes cats,” Gail murmured as she closed Ella’s toolbox.

			“How could there be any doubt?” I exclaimed. “We are talking about the world’s most charming animal.”

			We were pooped. Well, Ella was pooped. As we followed her slow progression down the stairs, one arthritic hand gripping the handrail and the other touching the opposite wall for balance, I wondered how on earth Ella was going to survive the coming ruckus.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Ella had insisted on going to the airport to meet Bob by herself. She called the cab a day ahead of time, and Simpy and I watched from our living room window as Ella, dressed in a soft, green linen shirtwaist, pearls, and a brand new pair of white Keds, paced back and forth waiting for the taxi. When it pulled up, she adjusted her white/lavender perm, straightened her shoulders, and marched down the steps, her arthritic knees probably cracking, and lowered herself into the car.

			Simpson and I did our own pacing after that. I strode from my living room window, which had a clear view to Ella’s front porch, to my kitchen window, where I drank glass after glass of water as I looked out the window over my sink, craning my neck for a view down the block. Simpy followed me everywhere, twining between my legs, nearly tripping me.

			Finally, I heard a car door slam. I jumped up from the sofa, where I was on patrol hiatus. Simpson fell unceremoniously off my lap, protesting with a squawk. “Sorry, sweetie!”

			I rushed over to the window to see. Ella was assisted out of the back of the taxi by the cabbie, who held first her hands, and then pulled her out gently by the elbows. Ella straightened and turned to watch as a child shot out of the backseat and hurtled up the steps of Ella’s porch. A blur of skinny legs, pale skin, nut-brown curls in a froth around her head, and black high tops. She stopped suddenly, turned, and watched as her great-grandmother paid the driver, wiped her forehead with one frail hand, and slowly trudged up the steps. They paused at the top, a skinny, lightening bolt of a child and a delicate, unprepared little old woman. My head pounded with a sudden rush of dread. How was this going to go?

			I picked up Simpson and pointed his furry head in the direction of the Bowers’ house. “Well, guy, there they are. And this is our immediate future.” Simpy purred. I put my head against his fuzz and gained a bit of calm from the vibrations. We watched Ella and Bob disappear into the house, the door shutting behind them.

			A few hours later, as I walked past my window, I caught sight of the child sitting on Ella’s front steps. She didn’t stray from the spot, although she knocked jittery knees together. Most children, I would think, would want to wander around and explore a new place. Look around for friendly neighbors, other kids, or at least a dog or two. Cars drove by, and at least three people passed her on the sidewalk, but this child just stared at the ground, biting her nails and banging her knees. A kid rode by on a bike, and he looked over at her and swerved in her direction. She didn’t seem to notice. Watching her there, all alone in the swirl of activity, I felt sad, and once again I worried how Ella would deal with this. The door opened and Ella shuffled out. The girl looked up without a smile. Ella reached out to take her hand, but the kid shrugged it off. They went into the house.

			Oh, man.

			I put my cat down and shook myself off. There was cat fur all over my Josh Groban tee shirt. I blew a few stray hairs out of my nostrils and walked over to the door. I turned to Simpy, who sat, inscrutable, beside my stack of old issues of The Atlantic. “Wish me luck, fuzz ball. I’m going in.”

			I rang the doorbell. Ella’s chimes were the first strains of “America, the Beautiful.”

			Before it even got to spacious skies, the door was flung open, and there stood the urchin—sharp, wide hazel eyes, short coils of dark hair, a frown etched into her oval face. She wore wrinkled black cargo shorts that looked about two sizes too big, a greasy looking gray tee shirt that was so small it revealed an inch of her tummy, and I noticed that both of her Chuck Taylors were untied, the laces frayed and uneven. She looked at her feet. I was forced to blink and clear my throat.

			“Hi. My name is Beck Throckmorton. Rebecca, really, but everyone calls me Beck. I live across the street. I know you might not believe this, because of my age, but I am your grandma’s best friend. We have been friends for a long time. She has told me all about you . . .” My God, this kid made me so nervous, I was BLATHERING.

			She stood still, blocking the door. Slowly, she shifted her eyes to my face. “Hi.” It was barely a voice. More like a loud whisper.

			I wanted to turn and run back across the street, up the stairs, into my apartment, bolting the doors and then hiding under all of the covers for the rest of the day. But I resisted. I unclenched my fists because my fingernails had begun to cut into my palms. I took a breath. Get ahold of yourself. This is just a little girl, for heaven’s sake.

			Bob took a step back, opening the screen door.

			I stepped into Ella’s hallway, nearly bumping into the child’s stiff shoulder. She moved out of my way in a flash, backing into the wainscoting.

			“Bobby, who is it?” Ella’s voice from the living room sounded tired—raspy with what probably was a noble effort to make conversation with this kid on the way home from the airport. I stepped into the living room.

			Ella’s house is just like the ones in the old movies I like to watch. You know the kind, like in the original Father of the Bride: chintz overstuffed furniture. A little dark. Wallpaper in every room. Persian rugs and curtains with tassels. Books, candlesticks, and African Violets on the windowsills. Ella’s house is a haven, as far as I am concerned.

			Ella sat, sunken into the chintz chair opposite the sofa, looking as if she might dissolve into it completely before long. Her shiny pocket book was in her lap, her hands clasped over it, one of them clutching a linen hanky with a lacy pink edge. Her eyes were nearly closed. My God, the poor thing looked exhausted.

			“Come in, Rebecca. Sit down. This is Bobby. Oh, dear, I guess you know that.” Ella blotted her forehead with the hanky, shaking slightly. “Well, sit down, everybody! Let’s get to know one another.”

			Bob slunk into the living room and slowly lowered herself onto the very edge of the sofa. Again, no eye contact. Her fingers played nervously with the hem of her shorts, pinching and rolling it again and again. When she did look up fleetingly, her eyes skimmed the room, as if she were looking for a corner to hide in. She reminded me of those terrified abandoned dogs you see in the animal rescue videos. The ones who squeeze themselves into the very back of their enclosures, trying to disappear so that nobody will touch them.

			Ella also looked strained, a fixed smile on her face. She blew her nose loudly into her hanky, as if to get her granddaughter’s attention.

			Nobody was comfortable. Desperate to make something happen, I clapped my hands like a fool. “What we need is refreshment! Something reviving! Shall I make us a drink? Ella, would you like some tea, or some ice water? Bob? I know there is some Kool-Aid. Your grandmother got it just for you. Orange or Grape?

			She looked at me. Well, not exactly at me. She sort of looked through me, as if I wasn’t really right in front of her. “Okay. I don’t know what Kool-Aid is, but I like orange. I’ll pick the orange.”

			I could have sworn I heard Ella groan under her breath. “Just a glass of ice water would be delightful, Rebecca.”

			I poked around in the cupboards, looking for something unbreakable to put the kid’s Kool-Aid in. The words “stray dog, refugee, Oliver Twist, and outcast” went through my mind. I discovered an aluminum tumbler, and poured in some Kool-Aid and a few ice cubes. I put that and two tumblers of ice water on a tole tray and carried them into the living room, where neither Ella nor Bob looked any more at ease.

			I handed Bob her drink. She peered down at it suspiciously, then sniffed at it, as if she had tons of experience with being poisoned. She took a wary sip, and swirled it around in her mouth like a sommelier, for God’s sake. But wait. She swallowed, and suddenly her timid little face broke out in a smile. It transformed her. She took a glug, put the cup down on the coffee table, ignoring the coaster. “Gran, that Kool-Aid stuff is the most delicious drink I think I have ever tasted. I do not like drinks with bubbles. Did you know that?”

			Ella beamed. I relaxed. And this was my introduction to Roberta Charles Bowers.

			▷◁

			Mom and I have lunch every couple of weeks or so. Our favorite place is Beth’s Bistro, where the salads are to die for, Mom knows everybody, and we often share dessert.

			We were discussing the new addition to my neighborhood. Mom sipped her iced mango tea as I enumerated all the ways that I thought Bob might crush Ella.

			“First of all, you know how much energy eight-year-olds have. Thank God we got her that scooter. She certainly takes advantage of it. Of course, she never wears the helmet we got her, and I swear she is going to mow down Mr. Danvers one of these days. Secondly, she seems to be ready to bolt at any second. Wound up tight. Understandable under the circumstances, but STILL. She will probably have trouble making friends, so poor Ella will be stuck with entertaining her all the time that she isn’t terrorizing the neighbors on that scooter. And third, she is here for God knows how long. Poor Ella.”

			Mom wiped the condensation from the side of her glass and raised her eyebrows. “She sounds like a needy little girl to me. You are the one who said she has had all sorts of trauma in her short life, Rebecca.”

			I reached over and pulled a piece of croissant off Mom’s bread plate and put it in my mouth. Heaven. Mom pushed the whole plate towards me. “Go ahead. Have the whole thing. You might as well break down and order one next time; you always end up eating mine.”

			I spread some butter on the remaining croissant and ate the whole thing in nearly one bite. She was right, who was I kidding, pretending not to eat carbs? We chewed for a while in companionable silence, me still thinking about the challenge that was Bob Bowers.

			Mom ate another few bites of her Caesar salad, then put her fork down diagonally across the plate. She pushed the plate away slightly, so that she could clasp her hands on the tablecloth in front of her, her bangle bracelets clinking together, her French manicure perfect as always. “While we are on the subject of children, we need to talk about your sister. Diana is getting a bit stir crazy, being at home and pregnant. You know that she had to go on hiatus at work, because of the morning sickness. She can’t seem to shake it, and the Zofran they prescribed for the nausea makes her so constipated.”

			I smiled as I chewed my “Field Greens with Strawberries and Candied Pecans in a Light Citrus Vinagrette.” Diana and constipation had a nice ring to it. “So? Maybe she should try prune juice.”

			Mom swatted my forearm, and I dropped my fork. It clattered to the floor. I started to lean down to get it, but Mom tsked loudly. “Stop it, Beck! They will bring you another one. Now listen to me.” She wadded her napkin and set it beside her plate and cleared her throat. “I have invited her and Bryan for a visit. Diana needs a break. I am having a little brunch for her on Mother’s Day.”

			I snorted. “You just told me she is sick all the time. Why a brunch? She’ll just vomit.”

			My mother is an elegant and calm woman. She doesn’t swear. Her voice is gentle and well-modulated. I am not sure if she even knows what the F word actually means. So her response was a huge surprise.

			Mom actually shouted. Albeit softly: “Damn it, Beck—it is high time you stopped all this sibling rivalry nonsense!”

			The force of it pushed me backwards, and I nearly tipped my chair over. I shifted in my seat and tried to make it look as if I deliberately leaned back that far, in order to indicate that I was finished with my lunch. As I scrambled around, I stepped on the tines of the fallen fork, sending it flying up in the air. Luckily, it didn’t hit anyone, but landed with a clink on the marble floor a few feet away. But attention was drawn. Ugh.

			Mom waved gaily at the assembled patrons. “She’s a writer! Always so dramatic!” She chuckled and turned to me with a pasted on smile. By this time, I was sweating.

			“Mom.” I looked around, pulled my chair closer to the table, and lowered my voice to a near whisper. “Let me remind you of a couple of things.”

			Picture a family, seated around the television on a normal, Midwestern Saturday night. Friends or Seinfeld is probably on. Everyone is happy, laughing. Suddenly, the younger of the two preteen children gets up and leaves the room. Nobody pays much attention, because something hilarious is transpiring. Popcorn is being consumed, and the father tips his head back and roars with laughter.

			Suddenly, the younger daughter appears, carrying a little blue book, a tiny brass key attached to it with a twisted pink cord. “Listen to this, everyone: ‘Dear Diary, tonight I actually got my very first kiss! It was at Marcella Pruitt’s party, and her parents weren’t there. There was beer! So Tommy Connell and I went in the laundry room and made out. I didn’t like the tongue—so I kept my teeth clamped shut.’”

			She waves the diary over her head. “Beck was drinking and French kissing!”

			I pointed out to my mother how humiliating THAT was. She rubbed her temple with one hand while taking a large sip of tea. “A long time ago, Beck.”

			I held up my hand to stop her. I reminded her of another tableau from the past.

			Our family of three—because divorce. Claire, Beck, and Diana gathered around the Christmas tree. My mother has outdone herself. Her loft is decked with garlands over the fireplace, a huge silver-and-gold tree in front of the picture window; fairy lights strung all over, a homemade wreath on each side of the front door, and even a tiny crèche on top of the toilet in the powder room. We are opening gifts. Mom carefully unwraps the shiny red paper from a small box and exclaims enthusiastically over the perfume from Diana. The Mormon Tabernacle Choir thrums in the background. “This is lovely. I have never heard of Fancy.” Mom sniffs at it gingerly.

			“Oh, it’s Jessica Simpson. Actually, it’s a re-gift. I don’t love the scent. Hey, are we out of champagne? I want another Mimosa.”

			Mom shut her eyes, her eyeballs fluttering beneath the lids. “Your sister has her own issues, but doesn’t everyone?” I watched her lick her lips and take a deep breath. She opened her eyes and looked at me through her mascara, the edges of her eyes crinkling with concern. “We are a family. So as I said, Diana is having difficulty with this pregnancy, so I have invited them to come visit. That is what you need to focus on, not the past.”

			I gave up and flashed Mom what I hoped was a confident smile. “All right. No. You are right. The past is the past.”

			As we left the restaurant, Mom waved to various friends, her elegant legs flashing as her skirt swirled around them, her bangles tinkling with her fluttering arms. I stumped behind her, trying not to look resentful or grumpy. I probably failed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			As a matter of fact, Ella was doing better with her great-granddaughter than I expected. I noticed that they had established a habit of sitting on Ella’s porch in the evenings, Ella crocheting, and Bob swinging wildly on the porch swing, the two of them deeply in conversation. I had not noticed Bob playing with any neighborhood children, and I worried that she was monopolizing Ella.

			Bob had finished third grade in Iowa. So she wouldn’t be going to school in Framington until the fall. I told Simpson that I was worried about how Ella would deal with Bob all summer by herself.

			“Simp.” I hefted him onto my shoulder to look at Bob and Ella on the porch. The porch light was on, and Ella sat, fanning herself with one of the fans from her extensive collection. Bob sat on the steps, looking bored, scraping the concrete steps with a stick. “I guess I have to go over there. Ella looks as if she needs a break. This kid needs to make some friends.”

			Simpson butted me with his head in assent. I set him down, tried unsuccessfully to brush off some of his fur off my front, stepped into my flip-flops, and headed out to meet the enemy.

			As I approached, Bob looked up with a smile. It dimmed when she saw that it was me. Ella, on the other hand, stood up and waved me forward. “Oh, Rebecca! It is so good to see you! Isn’t this a beautiful evening? I was just telling Bob about how her father used to ride his bike up and down the street with his buddies! This is such a nice, flat neighborhood.”

			Bob moved aside so I could come up the steps. She dropped her stick and put her small, white face into her palms, still gazing blankly outward.

			I sat down in the wicker chair opposite Ella. I sank down into the soft, old cushion, lifting my thigh to pull out a sharp down feather that poked me. “Bob, you seem to like the flat street—you sure go fast on that scooter.”

			Bob turned and leaned against the pedestal supporting the concrete railing. “I do like the scooter a lot. It’s fun. But I have to ride by myself. Gran, are there any kids that live around here?” Bob picked at a scab on her knee, dislodging it and watching the blood form a droplet in its place. She dabbed it up with her forefinger and put it in her mouth. My stomach turned.

			“You will make a lot of friends when school starts, I bet.” Ella smiled, but I sensed just a little desperation around the edges of her grin.

			It was my turn, and I knew it. “Bob, there are kids around here. As a matter of fact, there is a new family that just moved in behind us. The Davises. I met Mrs. Davis when she came to Starbucks for coffee the other day. Her husband is the new football coach at the high school, and they have a daughter your age. If you want to, we can walk over to meet them sometime.

			Bob leapt to her feet. “Tomorrow? Can we go tomorrow? Gran, is tomorrow okay? Like right after lunch?” Bob vibrated.
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