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Precious memories, how they linger, how they ever flood my soul

—Traditional gospel song by J. B. F. Wright





Prologue

WHEN SHE STEPPED OUT OF the car and looked up, the large country house in front of her wasn’t what she expected. The white, clapboard dwelling had sloping gray roofs, traditional black shutters on the windows, and a sunporch with wooden rocking chairs. Surrounded by oak and maple trees, and lush hydrangeas turning a soft pink in the autumnal air, the place almost looked like a family’s stately, time-honored mansion deep in the woods of Connecticut. But it wasn’t, she reminded herself. It was a mental hospital, and she was here to check herself in.

With trembling hands, she carried her suitcase through the front doors and walked to the intake counter, where the receptionist asked her to fill out some paperwork.

Name…Lily Rose Long

Occupation…

She paused here. She had held the job of fashion director and spokesperson for one of New York City’s oldest and most prestigious department stores for almost ten years, had her own line of boutiques by the age of 33, but she wasn’t sure of where she stood now.

Occupation…business owner

Marital status…

Lily paused even longer here. A few weeks ago, she would have answered confidently, but now even this was up in the air.

Marital status…single

The only thing she could write down with any certainty was her name. But maybe she should start to question that, too. After all, she had been adopted as a baby and had never really known her biological parents. What Lily knew for sure was that within the past week her life had been turned upside down, and she wasn’t sure of who she was anymore.

As Lily passed her completed paperwork and ID card to the receptionist, she wondered if anyone would believe she was the same person in the photo. Certainly she looked nothing like the vibrant, smiling young woman on the card. Lily couldn’t remember the last time she had washed her stringy blond hair, or even taken a shower. She was wearing an old gray sweatshirt and baggy jeans, a far cry from her usual all-black fashion armor of silk top, cigarette pants, and stiletto heels.

Her heart began to race as she lay down on a gurney by the nurse’s station to be observed. Turning her head, she saw the nurse begin to remove items from her suitcase that her friends had packed— perfume, a nail file, poppy-red nail polish, and dental floss—and put them in plastic bags.

“What are you doing with my things?” Lily asked timidly.

“Honey, you’ll get them back later when you’re feeling better,” the nurse said, placing the plastic bags in a metal container with Lily’s name on it. “We can’t allow you to have anything in your room that you might harm yourself with.”

Lily moved her gaze to the clock on the wall. The hands seemed to creep by. Yes, she had thought of ending her life, although she hadn’t told anyone except for her beloved pets—Sable, a Siberian Husky, and Hollywood, a fluffy Himalayan cat. However, it was clear that other people had felt she was capable of this act; otherwise she wouldn’t be here with a stranger rummaging through her belongings.

Having finished with her task, the nurse informed her, “I’m going to give you a little something to help you sleep before we take you to your room. You need to rest now.”

Lily obediently swallowed the pill and watched as the hands of the clock faded away.

When she awoke, it was the next morning and she was in what she guessed was her room. Again, it wasn’t what she expected from a hospital, but a simple, airy space with a twin bed, chest of drawers, a desk, a lamp, and an armchair. Her suitcase was sitting in the middle of the floor. Lily got out of bed and began putting the rest of her things away. Since she had been in no shape to pack, her friends had packed for her—comfortable clothes like T-shirts and sweatpants, sweaters and jeans. Then she felt a little book at the bottom of the suitcase and pulled it out. Someone must have seen it lying on Lily’s bedside table in her apartment and figured it was important. It was a journal that Lily had kept for years, and although it was only half-filled and she rarely wrote in it anymore, she liked to have it nearby. It was as though the thought of writing in it provided enough comfort.

Now she opened the journal to the last page, where a slip of paper lay wedged into the crack of the spine like a bookmark. She unfolded it and read what was written there in clear, graceful penmanship, as if it held the answer to the question she had been asking all her life: the name “Anna James Jefferson.”





PART I: ANNA JAMES JEFFERSON

Blood is not thicker than water





Chapter 1

36 years earlier

ANNA JAMES JEFFERSON—KNOWN AS “JEFF” to her family and friends—lay in a mass of blond curls and a tumble of covers as the October morning light streamed through her bedroom window. From her perspective all she could see was a patch of yellow-striped wallpaper, the edge of a flowered curtain, and an old doll on a bookshelf. Although she was seventeen, her room hadn’t changed much from when she was a little girl, except for the number of cheerleading trophies and pennants that threatened to take over the entire space.

“Jeff, get up, now!” her mother, Jenny, hollered up the stairs. “You know you’re going to be late for the bus, and I don’t have time to drive you to school before work.”

“Just five more minutes!” Jeff called back. It was Friday, and there was nothing going on at school except for the pep rally. Then tonight was the big football game, but the next night—that night was what Jeff really looked forward to. She rolled over and hugged her pillow, insides quivering with anticipation.

“I can’t be late at the boutique, so please hurry!” The sound of Jenny’s heels clicked down the hall, and before Jeff could react, her mother flung open the door like a cop executing a search warrant.

Jeff scrambled out from under the covers and ran for the shower, mumbling, “Going, going, going,” as she passed Jenny.

In the bathroom, Jeff wiped steam from the mirror and widened her large blue eyes, which were never so piercing as when she stared back at the boys looking at her. Boys were always looking—trying to see what lay beneath the soft curves of her sweater, or traveling up her long, lean legs to where they disappeared beneath the short hem of her cheerleader’s skirt. But no one had succeeded in getting further than that yet, as Jeff considered herself much too good for any of the boys at her high school.

Back in her room, she carefully dressed in the clothes she had laid out the night before: her favorite navy blue plaid skirt, knee socks, and cardigan sweater over a blue blouse that matched her eyes. The way she looked was very important to Jeff, although what she knew of fashion mostly came from the boutique where her mother worked, and her own after-school job at McAlpin’s department store. She and her mother didn’t have money for fancy clothes, especially since her father had unceremoniously up and left one night two years before, and never returned. As her mother liked to say, James Thomas Jefferson certainly hadn’t lived up to his lofty name.

For much of her sophomore year, Jeff could hear her mother crying herself to sleep every night. Jeff cried, too, but mostly she was angry; she hated her father for leaving them alone, for running off without any explanation other than that he wanted to start over. She had always wondered about that—did you get “do overs” when you had a wife and child? She and her mother were making ends meet, but Jeff didn’t tell anyone at school that her dad had left. How could she casually mention to her friends that her dad just didn’t care about her or her mother anymore? As hard as she tried, Jeff couldn’t overcome her shame or embarrassment. When Jenny received divorce papers that summer, Jeff knew her father was gone for good, and she let go of her secret.

“Bye, Mom!” As the bus honked from the street, Jeff grabbed her gym bag and cheerleading uniform and went running past Jenny and out the door like a fawn finding its first legs.

Morning classes went as usual, with Jeff being reprimanded for talking too much during French class. She was a straight-A student but never got better than a B in conduct. Right before lunch, there was the pep rally for the big football game that night where the Paris Panthers would be playing some small school from the mountains. As cheerleading captain, Jeff handled the most difficult stunts. In three neat somersaults, she landed at the top of the wobbling human pyramid. As she looked down at the cheering crowd, she thought about how much she was over all this stupid, small-town stuff. Jeff had a yearning for something else, something beyond Paris, Kentucky. She knew there was a Paris, France, out there, and she was ready to find it.

“P-A-R-I-S Paris Panthers!”

Smack! The next thing Jeff knew, the back of her head hit the shiny hardwood floor. The lights from the gymnasium ceiling multiplied and swirled above her. Faces appeared, staring down at her. She felt herself being lifted onto a stretcher and then whisked out the doors of the school, sirens wailing in the background.

Hours later Jeff woke in a hospital room with a nurse standing by her side.

“What happened?” she asked. “Where’s my mother?”

“She’s already been here once, and she’ll be back soon,” the nurse told her. “You took a nasty fall, but you’re a very lucky young lady. You have some bruises, but you should be fine.”

Jeff breathed a sigh of relief. She might miss tonight’s game, but she would be okay for the big event the following night—the night of the party. As part of a poverty awareness tour, some rich kids from Greenwich, Connecticut, were visiting parts of Appalachia, ending up in Paris and the horse farms nearby. Jeff’s class had nominated her to represent them at a mixer that was taking place at one of the farms. Jeff could just imagine the handsome young men she might meet.

In preparation, Jeff had begged Jenny to let her borrow something from the boutique where she worked, and, glad to see her daughter so excited, Jenny had obtained a French blue cashmere dress with a black satin bow at the neck. It was by far the finest thing Jeff had ever worn, and she trembled as she zipped up the back and stepped into black patent-leather pumps.

“Here,” Jenny said. As a finishing touch, she added a single strand of pearls around Jeff’s neck.

“Thanks, Mom,” Jeff said, eyes shining. A sheer pink lipstick brought out the fullness of her lips, and her long blond hair fell to her waist, held back by a satin hairband. She didn’t look like a teenager but a grown woman.

Borrowing Jenny’s blue-and-white Pontiac station wagon, Jeff drove out of town to the designated horse farm, Memory Lane Farm, for the night’s festivities. Although only minutes away from Paris, it was like stepping into another world. Miles of straight white fences, occasionally broken by an imposing house or barn, stretched on either side of the road. The fields were dark beneath the faint moonlight, the bluegrass lying dormant in the cold until spring. After taking several turns, Jeff drove down a long driveway to a white-columned mansion.

Two men dressed in tuxedos and carrying trays of crystal glasses greeted Jeff at the massive oak front door. After she refused refreshment, she was directed down the hall toward a group of well-dressed people gathered in a chandelier-lit room. She spotted Amanda Brown, her schoolmate who had been selected from the junior class, and went to join her. Amanda was dressed in a simple gray A-line dress with a white collar and black bow. Jeff thought she looked okay but was glad that her own dress was so much more stylish and expensive-looking than her friend’s, even if it wasn’t hers.

“Have you seen any of the delicious poverty hunter boys?” Jeff asked her.

“I think they’re back in the library. I saw a bunch of blue blazers over there,” Amanda replied.

“Paris Panthers on the prowl,” Jeff whispered to Amanda and, giggling, they entered a cherry-paneled room lit by antique lamps.

Arranged around an enormous blazing fireplace were soft, deep, tobacco-colored leather sofas and matching chairs, the likes of which Jeff had never seen before. Ten or so young men dressed in navy blazers and khakis were talking together, looking not much like high school boys, she thought, but purposeful young men. After introducing themselves as student ambassadors from Paris High School, Jeff and Amanda joined their circle. Soon, Jeff discovered that they weren’t discussing solutions for poverty, but rather the bluegrass farms and the famous racehorses they had seen. Although Jeff enjoyed looking at the boys, each more handsome than the next, she quickly tired of the conversation.

Then she heard one boy say, “Hey, Eric, buddy, what took you so long? Did you get lost in a barn?”

All the boys laughed as they opened their ranks and in walked the most beautiful boy Jeff had ever seen. He was over six feet tall, with a rangy, muscular body that was even more attractive standing still than in motion. Thick, pale gold hair fell across his forehead, above deep-set blue eyes that flashed the exact color of the ocean when the sun was shining through it. He had a sharp, square jaw and a smile that showed even, white teeth. Looking at him, Jeff could practically feel her heart beating out of her chest. It reminded her of getting a shot at the doctor’s office, except this was a good thing.

Then she realized he was smiling at her, with his hand extended. “I’m Eric Langvin,” he said, in a voice that made Jeff’s stomach flutter.

“I’m Jeff,” she replied.

Eric arched one sun-bleached eyebrow. “Jeff?”

“I mean, Anna Jefferson. But everyone calls me Jeff,” she felt bold enough to add.

“I was going to say, you’re the prettiest Jeff I’ve ever seen.”

As a blushing Jeff took his hand, she was overcome with the strangest sensation, one she had never felt before in all her seventeen years. Her breathing grew shallow and something between her legs began throbbing. This was some handshake.

“Let’s go sit down,” Eric suggested. “Do you want a drink?”

Jeff laced her hands in and out silently. “No, thank you. But I’d love to sit.”

Eric led her to a comfortable sofa by the fire, and they talked about the poverty tour—apparently he was amazed at how small the entrance to one of the coal mines he had visited in eastern Kentucky was. Jeff pointed out that Paris was nothing like the poorer areas of Kentucky; it was only fifteen minutes away from Lexington and right next to the big, rich horse farms. . . . Then she fell silent. She supposed that compared to the girls Eric knew back in Greenwich, she might as well be poverty stricken, too.

Fortunately, Eric changed the subject to hobbies, and Jeff eagerly talked about her cheerleading prowess and how she was captain of the team, while he talked about how much he loved photography, basketball, and sailing on Long Island Sound. Jeff couldn’t help but notice that Eric seemed to be sweating quite a bit, even at one point removing his jacket to reveal broad shoulders, although maybe it was their closeness to the fire. As for herself, Jeff could feel a spreading dampness in her underpants and hoped it wouldn’t ruin her borrowed dress.

When the tension became too much to bear, she jumped up and muttered that she had to go.

Looking disappointed, Eric asked, “Can I see you again? We’re going to be here the whole week.”

Jeff breathlessly agreed and suggested they meet Wednesday night at seven o’clock at the Paris Grille, which despite its evocative name was little more than a hamburger joint. She wasn’t sure if Eric had just asked her on a date or what, but she figured she should keep it casual.

* * *

Wednesday could not come fast enough. That night, Jeff got ready to see Eric again. She slipped into her new blue jeans, the ones that showed off her perfectly rounded bottom, and nervously buttoned her white collared shirt. Then she snipped the price tag off the new baby pink mohair sweater she’d bought with her discount at McAlpin’s. This was the perfect look for tonight: in case this wasn’t a date, she wasn’t too dressed up; in case it was, her outfit set off her figure to its best advantage.

When Jeff arrived at the Paris Grille—again driving the lumbering station wagon, telling Jenny that she was going to meet the girls for a bite—her heart sank. Toward the back she saw several booths occupied by some of the boys from the mixer along with a few local girls (even Amanda Brown!). Then Eric turned to her, with that alluring smile he’d first greeted her with, and Jeff could only think that here she was, with him. That was all that mattered. As she slid into the seat that he’d been saving for her, he draped his arm protectively across the back of the booth. Once again the room became just about the two of them.

“I’m glad you came,” she said after a while.

“How could I miss seeing the most beautiful girl in Paris again?” he replied with a lazy grin.

“Have you ever been to the real Paris in France?” Jeff asked shyly.

“Yeah, we used to go every year the week before Christmas. My mother loved going to the George V Hotel to see the decorations, and she loved shopping for presents on the Left Bank. She and my dad used to go to lots of parties while my brother and sister. . .” A troubling shadow fell over Eric’s face. “We would just stay in the hotel and eat,” he finished, but something had changed in his voice.

“It’s great you have siblings, I always wanted brothers and sisters,” Jeff said, hoping to draw him out. “What are their names?”

“I have an older brother, Christopher. He’s finishing up at Harvard.”

“And your sister?”

Eric took a heavy breath. “Her name was Mary. She would have been fifteen this year.”

“Oh.” Jeff stared down at her hands. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Eric said quickly. “I don’t mind talking about it.” He briefly relayed the details to Jeff in the monotone voice of someone who had to explain a family tragedy too often—three years ago Mary had been in a skiing accident; she’d hit her head and never regained consciousness. His mother, who had grown up in Norway and taught her children to ski as soon as they could walk, had never forgiven herself.

“She’s become a totally different person,” Eric said. “Before the accident we used to talk a lot. But now she’s impossible to reach. She just sits around all day, drinking and taking pills to calm her nerves, she says. It’s like she’s a stranger.”

“And your dad?” Jeff asked.

Eric shook his head. “He’s always been busy with work, but now it’s like he doesn’t want to be around anymore. And with my brother away at school, it’s just me and Mom at home. If she’s really there at all.” He gave Jeff a small, sad smile. “But that’s enough about me. How about your family?”

“Well, my dad’s not around, either. Literally.” For some reason Jeff felt like she needed to lay herself bare just as Eric had. She told him about the nights when her mother had cried, the days when she had walked the halls at school, hiding the truth that her father had abandoned them. “I don’t know where he is anymore,” she finished. “And I don’t know if I care to see him ever again.”

All around them boys and girls were eating hamburgers, drinking milkshakes, talking and laughing. Suddenly Eric reached out and took Jeff’s hand in his own. It wasn’t like the night they’d met, when their simple handshake had thrown Jeff’s hormones into turmoil. The same heat was there, but this time there was something else—a shared connection that, for a completely different reason, made Jeff’s entire body tingle. Maybe someone else could really understand her.

Someone selected a familiar slow song on the old-fashioned jukebox, and now the kids were pairing off. They danced, leaning into each other after days of travel, endless lectures about poverty, and polite, stuffy adult parties. Tonight all bets were off. It didn’t matter who was rich or poor, from Greenwich, Connecticut, or Paris, Kentucky. Time had stopped here.

His hand never letting go of hers, Eric pulled Jeff onto the dance floor. He took her in his arms and held her as though they had been dancing together forever. Soon their bodies drew so close it seemed like they were hugging rather than dancing. Slowly Eric’s lips closed on Jeff’s, soft and deep, and they swayed in an almost hypnotic haze: two beautiful, young people wrapped up in one another. Jeff had never known happiness like this, and she didn’t want it to end.

* * *

Eric’s last day in Paris was Sunday. Since that Wednesday night at the Paris Grille, Jeff and Eric had spent almost every evening together. She had told her mother that she was busy with cheerleading practice or studying with her friends. To her friends, she said she had to help her mother out at the boutique after hours. What was happening between her and Eric felt enough like a dream, and Jeff was afraid that if anyone else knew about it, it would fade away altogether.

She had no idea what Eric was telling his friends—they were probably ribbing him about his “Kentucky filly.” She had heard nasty stories about these kinds of flings. But what she and Eric had was special; she just knew it.

Eric invited Jeff to the poverty tour’s last event, a fireside supper on Sunday night at Red Rose Farm, one of the oldest bloodstock farms in the region. Not only would the other boys be there, but so would some of the top horse breeders from the area, no doubt hoping to get some business from the boys’ wealthy fathers. Jeff was flattered to be invited—this was going to be no high school mixer.

Since Eric had told her event was informal, Jeff was relieved she didn’t have to ask her mother to borrow another dress from the boutique. But that afternoon, when they were coming home from church, Jeff asked Jenny if they could stop by McAlpin’s for just a second.

“I forgot my math textbook,” she explained.

“I’ll just wait in the car,” Jenny said. “Don’t be too long.”

Jeff rushed into the store. She knew every inch of the lingerie department because over the past two years she had worked in every department. Heading straight to the lacy white bras and panties, she hoped that none of the sales clerks she knew were there that day. She had never worn anything but a plain cotton bra and unflattering cotton panties, but not tonight. She paid in cash, hurried out of the store, and ran back to the old station wagon.

“Did you find it?” asked Jenny.

“Yes!” Jeff waved her school bag with the bra and panties tucked inside. Thankfully her mother started toward home without asking any more questions.

That night, her new underwear hidden beneath a white angora sweater and crisp blue jeans, Jeff walked up the long drive lined with oak trees that led to the main house at Red Rose Farm. It was a Federal-style mansion of painted white brick with wood-shuttered windows, flanked by beds of red roses in their last bloom. In the sitting room, the boys and men were sharing some Kentucky bourbon and Rebel Yell whiskey. The only other female Jeff could see was an older woman elegantly dressed in black, sitting in a wheelchair, a handsome man standing protectively behind her. They must be the owners of the farm, she figured. Sternly watching from the side was a man dressed in neat work clothes—a servant, she presumed, acting as sergeant-at-arms this night to make sure the rich boys didn’t get out of hand.

“Hi.” Eric materialized by her side. “You look great.”

“So do you,” Jeff said. Like the other boys, he had opted for casual jeans, a cashmere sweater, and brown loafers.

“You smell great, too,” he whispered into her ear, and then in front of everyone, he kissed her. The other boys were having such a grand time, though, they didn’t notice.

The stern-looking man announced supper was ready and everyone filed into the dining room. On the old wooden table sat bowls of autumn’s reddest apples and bouquets of blood-red roses, and more roses were wreathed around the plates. Along the walls hung photographs of famous racehorses, including the most recent Kentucky Derby winner. After a meal of luscious beef stew and Kentucky corn bread, finished off with butterscotch pie topped with fresh whipped cream, the guests headed into the sitting room for more drinks by the fire.

Eric held Jeff back and took her hand. “Come with me,” he said.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Let’s explore.”

After they went upstairs, though, Eric didn’t seem that interested in exploring. He checked the first door to make sure the room behind it was unoccupied and led Jeff into it. The room was spacious, with walls covered in what looked like ivory satin and adorned with oil paintings of majestic Thoroughbreds. The floor-to-ceiling windows, framed by burgundy velvet drapes, had a view of the curving front driveway. In the center of the room stood a dark oak, four-poster bed that had been turned down, revealing pure ivory sheets embroidered with tiny red roses and monogrammed with the farm’s crest. An enormous Oriental rug covered the floor, and the air smelled faintly of orange peels and roses. Jeff supposed that this was a guest room, although it was the nicest bedroom she had ever seen, better than the ones she had seen in the magazines she thumbed through as she waited for her mother to finish work at the boutique.

Eric closed the door and pulled Jeff onto the bed. They leisurely kissed, lingering on each other’s lips and tongues. Eric let her long, soft hair slip through his fingers as he pressed his body hard against hers. Something inside of Jeff began to throb, a sweet, exquisite pain that made her breath quicken. Eric started to unbutton her jeans. He looked up at her, as if trying to confirm that this was what she wanted.

“Jeff?” he asked.

All she could do was nod as the ache in her belly continued to throb. Eric helped her take off her clothes until all she wore were her new lacy bra and panties. Thank the Lord she wasn’t wearing her cotton briefs.

Eric stood back for a moment to gaze at her and a questioning look crossed his face. In a panic, Jeff wondered what about her body displeased him.

“What happened here?” With a light finger he touched the faint, yellowing bruise on her thigh from when she had fallen during the pep rally a little over a week ago. It seemed like a lifetime had passed since then, before she had met Eric.

“It’s nothing,” she stammered, then sucked in her breath as Eric knelt down and kissed the bruise with a tenderness she had never felt from any other boy.

“Anna James Jefferson, you are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen,” he said in a husky voice.

He continued to kiss his way up her body until, reaching her bra, he pushed her breasts out of the lacy cups and sucked her nipples until they were stiff. Then his hands traveled down to caress her bottom before he slipped off her panties. Jeff half turned away but couldn’t help peeking as Eric removed his own clothes. His body was as hard and chiseled as she had imagined. She liked touching his chest, but when he guided her hand lower, she hesitated.

“I don’t know what to do,” she confessed, not wanting to tell him this was her first time.

“Don’t worry,” he said, spreading her legs apart. “Just lie back.”

He gently slid into her, moving back and forth with a slow but steady rhythm. Jeff couldn’t quite muffle her cry of pain, but fortunately either Eric didn’t hear or thought it was a sign of passion. And after a while, as she grew used to the deep, stroking motion, she started to enjoy the act. It made her feel alive.

Their bodies glistening with sweat, Eric and Jeff became lost in each other. A strange feeling was building inside of Jeff and starting to overtake everything else. Her entire body clenched, and then an uncontrollable sensation came over her like warm, undulating waves, again and again. With a final thrust, Eric collapsed next to her. After a moment he reached for her and they lay in each other’s arms, their melded bodies cooling down together.

“Do you really have to leave tomorrow?” Jeff asked.

Eric kissed her forehead. “I wish I didn’t have to, but yes.”

“I wish you could stay,” Jeff said. “At least long enough for the grass to turn blue in the spring.”

Eric didn’t respond. In a while, Jeff rose to use the adjacent bathroom to clean up. When she came out, she found a nervous Eric dressed and sitting on the bed. “We should go back downstairs before anyone notices we’re missing,” he said.

Reluctantly, Jeff agreed.

In the sitting room, the boys were saying good night to the older Kentucky gentlemen, who by now had switched to sipping single-malt scotch and smoking Cuban cigars. One of the men said, “You’re a fine bunch of young men, even if you are Yankees. Tell your daddies John Henry Clayton the Third said so!” The boys laughed politely.

Eric and Jeff quickly exchanged addresses and promised to call weekly, then Jeff headed out the door. Walking to her car in the moonlight, looking at the white fences and the gentle turning of the leaves to red and gold, she knew that she too had turned. She was no longer a little girl. She was a young woman, and she was in love for the first time.

All she could think, as she drove away from Red Rose Farm, was that she had to see Eric Langvin again. She could hardly wait.





Chapter 2

TWO WEEKENDS BEFORE CHRISTMAS, McALPIN’S department store was bustling. In the fine china department where Jeff worked, sparkling crystal vases and gilt ornaments were flying off the shelves. Of course, it was just the time for her to get the stomach flu. She had thrown up that morning at home, and thought it was the chili dog and fries she’d eaten at the Paris Grille the night before, but whatever the cause, she knew it wasn’t going to be a good day.

At lunch, since she didn’t feel hungry, she decided to call Eric. In the two months since he’d left, they’d talked at least once a week. Jeff would tell him about cheerleading practice and school parties, while Eric spoke about some fancy place called Brunswick Prep. Imagining him meeting up after school with pretty girls in expensive clothes, Jeff couldn’t help feeling jealous. Toward the end she would try to steer the conversation toward how they might see each other again, but Eric would become vague and say he had to get off the phone. It took all of Jeff’s self control to resist telling Eric that she loved him. He must feel the same, right? She hadn’t lost her virginity to him for nothing.

Sometimes at night, she would run her hands over the worn sheets of her narrow twin bed, pretending they were the luxurious ivory bedding she had lain on with Eric. Closing her eyes, she’d move her hands to her own body. He’d stroked her here; he’d kissed her there. Her nipples were especially sensitive but she touched them anyway, remembering how he’d put his mouth on them. When she couldn’t stand it anymore, she slid a hand between her legs, trying to recapture the sudden surge of pleasure she’d felt with Eric. Each time she did, she missed him more than ever. She just had to hear his voice.

Jeff went to the department store’s phone booth, put coins into the slot, and waited for the phone to ring.

“Langvin residence,” a woman answered in a refined British accent.

“This is Anna Jefferson calling for Eric. May I speak with him please?” Jeff used her most dignified voice.

“Young Eric is not at home at the present, but I will certainly give him the message that you rang. Does he have your number?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jeff said, wanting to end the conversation as quickly as possible.

“Good day then, miss.”

As Jeff hung up, her heart felt heavy. Why did she think Eric would be home on a Saturday? He was probably out with his friends—or, she shivered—some girl, driving around, grabbing a bite to eat, going to the movies. She yearned to know what he was doing at that moment without her, but knew she couldn’t call him again for a while. She would just have to wait and see how long it took for him to call her back.

The rest of the day was a blur of wrapping gifts and trying to hold back her nausea. When she stepped through the front door that evening, the smell of the lasagna her mother had made for supper almost made her head straight for the bathroom.

Jenny took one look at Jeff’s pale face and asked, “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you feel well?”

Jeff flopped down on the worn living room couch and confessed, “I feel terrible.”

Jenny tucked her into bed with soup and crackers, and after nibbling a few, Jeff did feel a little better. But she was so exhausted that before she could take a sip of soup, she fell asleep, without thoughts of Eric or anything else.

The next morning, Jeff begged off from going to church, telling Jenny that she needed to rest. Once alone, she lay back in bed and tried to remember when she’d last had her period. Definitely before the whirlwind week in which she’d met Eric, because she was relieved that it wasn’t going to be a problem. But since then?

Jeff hadn’t thought much about her period since it had started when she was twelve, as it showed up faithfully every month. At the time, Jenny had given her a box of Kotex and a book called Becoming a Woman. “This book will tell you all the things you need to know, now that you’re a young lady,” she’d said. That was the extent of Jeff’s mother teaching her how a woman’s body functioned.

Jeff had thrown the book in the corner and forgotten about it. When she’d told her friends, they’d laughed together over the words Becoming a Woman. Later, Jeff thought that becoming a woman meant falling in love and having sex, preferably in that order. Now that she’d slept with Eric, she definitely felt she was a woman. But was there more to that? As little as she knew about periods, Jeff did know that missing one could mean something monumental . . . something that could upend her life.

She needed to see a doctor. Jenny had mentioned taking her to see their family physician that Jeff had known since she was knee high to a grasshopper, but she certainly wasn’t going to see that old geezer, or for that matter, take the chance of being seen by anyone in Paris. She’d have to make a trip to Lexington, and as soon as possible. Looking through the phone book, she found a women’s clinic and planned to call them first thing the next morning to make an appointment.

Monday morning, Jeff woke up feeling queasy again, her stomach churning as she dressed for school. She dabbed some blush on her pale cheeks and faked her best smile as she walked into the kitchen, sitting down at the table just as Jenny placed a sunny-side egg, two slices of bacon, and some buttered toast in front of her.

“Mom, I don’t think my stomach is ready for that yet,” Jeff said. “Could I just have a plain piece of toast?”

“Certainly, Jeff.” Jenny looked at her, the worry lines between her eyes deepening. “Are you sure you don’t want to see the doctor?”

“I don’t think it’s that serious,” Jeff told her. “Actually, I think I might be on the mend.”

After eating her toast, she regained some strength and ran to catch the bus, eager to get out from under her mother’s watchful eye. At school, Jeff used the public phone to call the women’s clinic and was relieved to learn she could make an appointment for the following afternoon. She’d tell her friends she had terrible cramps from her period, and ask her mother to borrow the car so that she could work extra hours at McAlpin’s after school. Until then, she’d just have to try to keep herself from barfing at home or in class.

Only then did it occur to Jeff that Eric hadn’t called her back that weekend, and that she had barely thought about him since the unsuccessful phone call. If she needed to tell him something . . . well, she’d deal with that later.

* * *

The next afternoon, after walking out of the clinic, Jeff sat in her car. Her heart was pounding, little beads of perspiration moistened her hairline, and her hands were icy cold. Could it really be true? She lifted her shirt and ran her hands over her belly, flat as it had always been. But something was growing in there, and she didn’t know how to stop it from taking over her very being.

In a fog, Jeff drove home and walked through the door to find her mother, who had caught a ride home with a colleague, sitting in the living room.

“Everything all right, Jeff?” Jenny asked. “They’re not overworking you at McAlpin’s, are they?”

Jeff just shook her head, mumbled something about not being hungry, and went straight up to her room. In front of the full-length mirror she lifted up her shirt again, higher this time, trying to see any changes in her body. Her breasts were full and heavy, and her nipples ached with something more than longing. A wave of nausea rippled across her belly, the familiar feeling that had tormented her for the past few days. Gripped by a sudden rage, Jeff drove her fist into her own stomach. Breathless and stunned, she collapsed onto her bed and curled into herself, choking back sobs.

She cried until she could cry no more, and then she lay with glassy eyes staring up at the ceiling. Only one person could help her now. Eric. Eric needed to know. And when he did, he would make everything better. Jeff sat up and pushed back her hair, damp from her tears, eyes starting to glimmer with hope instead of despair. Maybe he would even want to marry her. Jeff could finish high school in Greenwich with the rest of the rich kids, and then she and Eric could start their life together. She wouldn’t be Anna James Jefferson anymore. She would be Anna James Langvin.

This thought sustained Jeff enough for her to get up, wash her face, and go downstairs to face her mother. If Jenny noticed anything was different about her, she didn’t show it. Instead, through dinner, she chattered away about her recent promotion to sales manager at the boutique and the pay raise that came with it. Jeff picked at her food and thought how awful it would be to be her mother’s age and stuck in a thankless job, standing on her feet all day helping well-to-do women try on fancy clothes that she’d never be able to afford. Although Jeff had decided a long time ago that she was going be the one wearing the clothes, she hadn’t yet been able to figure out how. Now she knew. It would be through Eric, and this baby was going to be her ticket to a better life.

Of course, if Eric ever returned her call. Jeff knew she couldn’t wait that long. That night, she concocted the perfect plan. In the week between Christmas and New Year’s, she’d travel to Greenwich to tell him the wonderful news in person. To her mother she’d say that the poverty awareness tour had invited the representatives from the schools they’d seen to pay them a return visit in Connecticut, all expenses paid. Didn’t Jenny want Jeff to have the opportunity to see more of the world, and for free? Jeff would type up a fake permission form at school for her mother to sign, and Jenny would be too preoccupied with her new job and the holiday shopping rush at the boutique to question it.

To get to Connecticut, Jeff would need money. Luckily, back when her mother and father had gotten divorced, Jenny had set up a savings account in both her and Jeff’s names in case of emergencies. Jeff even had her own checkbook, although she’d never used it before. Hopefully Jenny wouldn’t find out how much money was withdrawn until much later, when Jeff was comfortably living with Eric. For a moment Jeff felt a pang of regret for abandoning her mother, but she knew Jenny would understand. What mother wouldn’t want the best for her daughter’s future, even if it meant being separated from her for the rest of her life?

Finally, Jeff reasoned that she would need a lavish wardrobe to look like the well-dressed girls she saw in Couture magazine, not like some hillbilly from Kentucky, when she would meet Eric’s parents. She needed to prove to them that she looked the part of their future daughter-in-law. Thankfully, she knew just how to do this. She would select her new wardrobe the following Saturday, the last day she worked at McAlpin’s before the new year. It wouldn’t be stealing, she told herself, but simply taking what she was owed after working there for so long.

Jeff had it all figured out, her set of lies, one on top of the other. While she had always told little white lies to her mother or her friends, it had never quite been on this level. But with this baby growing inside, she felt a deep, dark side of her oozing to the surface.

* * *

That Saturday, Jeff started to put her plan in motion. Although she no longer worked in the clothing department at McAlpin’s, she knew it inside and out. The fashion coordinators and their assistants were always pulling clothes for fashion shows and pushing around rolling racks. The fashion assistants were constantly changing, and there was a new girl every couple of months, but you could always spot them because they were attractive and had their noses in the air. Jeff had changed her clothes immediately following school, slipping into a dress and kitten heels. Then, with a smirk on her face so not a single salesclerk would dare ask any questions, she grabbed a rolling rack and headed straight for the designer area, where all the clothes she lusted after were displayed. Everywhere she looked were satin blouses and silk scarves, cashmere sweaters and woolen trousers. Jeff loaded her rack with them, then added a few party dresses for options in case Eric wanted to take her out on New Year’s Eve. She could just picture how handsome he’d look in a tuxedo.

A woman Jeff didn’t recognize touched her arm, startling her out of her reverie. “Miss, I wasn’t informed we were doing another fashion show right before Christmas.”

“I’m so sorry no one told you,” Jeff replied without missing a beat. “We’re just doing a last-minute thing for gentlemen to buy Christmas gifts for their wives.”

Although she still looked disapproving, the woman gave Jeff a single nod to proceed, and Jeff hastily rolled the rack out of her sight. Then, just like she had watched the fashion assistants do many times before, she rolled the rack out of the store and into the parking lot, where she laid the clothes on the back seat of the Pontiac. After returning the rack, she went back to the fine china department and finished up her shift. If all went well, this would be the last time she stepped foot in McAlpin’s.

Her next stop was the bank. Jeff didn’t know if she would need her mother to be with her to take out money, but the elderly teller behind the window hardly gave her a glance as Jeff handed her the withdrawal slip. With $500 in her purse, Jeff felt a little like a thief—although this was her own money, she reminded herself. She wasn’t sure if the amount was enough to cover the bus and train tickets, as well as other expenses, but she figured that once she got to Greenwich, Eric and his family would take care of her.

Jeff headed home with just one more step to complete. The previous day during study hall, she’d typed up a permission form about being invited to Greenwich by Eric’s school as the follow-up to their poverty awareness tour. Now, as she handed the form to her mother at the kitchen table, she explained how Amanda Brown, who had originally been selected to represent their school, had dropped out at the last minute.

“She had a family emergency . . . her grandmother passed away,” Jeff made up on the spot.

“I hope she’s doing all right,” Jenny said.

“Oh, she’s fine.” Jeff wished she had left out that last part about the grandmother. “So, can you sign the form?” She pushed the paper and pen toward her mother.

Jenny read it with more care than Jeff had expected. “Are you sure they’re paying for everything?” she asked. “It’s a big trip.” She had never let Jeff go farther from home than Lexington, or stay away longer than a weekend sleepover at a friend’s house.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” Jeff reassured her. “I’ll be perfectly safe the entire time. Just think of the places I’ll see and the people I’ll meet. I might never get this chance again.”

Slowly signing the form, Jenny said, “I’ve always wanted to give you more, Jeff, you know that. But ever since your father left us, it’s been hard to make ends meet. I just wish things were different.”

“I understand, Mom,” Jeff said, giving her a hug. “Thank you for letting me go.”

Later that evening, upstairs in her room, Jeff could breathe a sigh of relief. In her closet, hidden behind her regular clothes, was her new, fancy wardrobe from McAlpin’s. Tucked in her dresser drawer, beneath her underwear, was a stack of ten- and twenty-dollar bills. All she had to get through now was Christmas, which ever since her father had left had been a quiet, even somber affair, usually church followed by a lunch prepared by her mother and an exchange of presents. Jeff had gotten a porcelain vase at a discount from McAlpin’s for Jenny. At the time, she’d wondered if she should buy something for Eric’s parents as well, but ultimately decided against it. Nothing in Paris was good enough for them, plus wasn’t the baby the real present? She could just imagine how excited they would be to find out about their grandchild.

By the following Monday she would be in Greenwich, knocking on Eric Langvin’s door. Jeff loved the name of where he lived. She opened up her school notebook, where she must have written “Anna James Langvin” more than thirty times in class this past week, and had carefully copied Eric’s phone number and address from the crumpled piece of paper he’d given her. She went to sleep that night with the name dancing through her dreams. Belle Haven . . . it sounded like a magical place.
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