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What might have been and what has been


Point to one end, which is always present.


—T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton,” The Four Quartets


Love’s


merciless, the way it travels in


and keeps emitting light.


—Kim Addonizio, “Stolen Moments”









I turn ten years old today. I’m sure that’s something you’d remember and perhaps think about. I am hoping for a new bicycle for my birthday, a big one with five speeds to replace my smaller baby bike, the one I learned to ride on. I showed Mum and Dad a picture of the one I want, but I don’t know if they will buy it for me. Mum worries that I will fall from a taller bike. She’s always fussing when I have accidents, like tripping when I run or getting knocked about when I play football at school. “You have to be more careful, love! I want to keep you in one piece!”


This place where I live with Mum and Dad is called Chapel Allerton. It is outside the city of Leeds, in case you don’t know it. Or if you’d like to visit someday. I am having a party this afternoon, in our back garden, Methley Mount, number 7. Mum invited all the children from my class at school, but not all of them are my friends. I know them and they know me and we get on. But I really only have two good friends, Daisy and Martin. Daisy lives behind us, and she and I grew up playing games like Snakes and Ladders on the outdoors table where her parents like to have supper on warm days. Like the Italians, Mum says whenever she sees them eating there. Now, though, Daisy and I mostly read books together at my house or do schoolwork. Martin and I ride our bikes on the street after school. His is taller than the one I have now. It has five speeds, which is how I got the idea for my new bike. If I had a new, bigger bike like the one in the picture, I would be just like Martin. I could keep up with him.


But if I don’t get it because Mum thinks it’s too dangerous, I hope I will at least get some new art supplies. I like to draw as much as I like to cycle, maybe more because I need to draw. I carry so many pictures in my head and they are noisy until I let them out. My friends’ faces, their bicycles, the neighbor’s dog lying in the sunny garden, Dad’s favorite rose bush, all the objects in my mum’s kitchen—everything knocks about in my brain until I put what’s inside there on paper. Now I have pages and pages of drawings.


Right now, I can only use crayons and colored pencils and the sketchbooks Mum picks up from W.H. Smith, but I would like pastels and charcoal sticks and acrylic paints and heavy paper from a real art supply store. And brushes, too. Before I had the crayons and colored pencils, I used to borrow the lead pencil my father used for his crossword puzzles. Dad would leave it on the side table next to his armchair and he never minded that I took it as long as I put it back so it was there for him after tea, when he opened the paper to the daily puzzle. I showed Dad my sketches and told him that I want proper paints because paint moves easier across the paper than crayons and helps me capture what I see before it has a chance to disappear. I said I hoped he would convince Mum that I wouldn’t make a mess with the paint. But I think he didn’t hear me properly. He was looking at each drawing I gave him. “I don’t even have a favorite color, never mind any artistic talent. Nor can your mother sketch to save herself,” he said. “Where does this talent come from, I wonder?”


Sometimes I wonder that too. Where it all comes from. I wonder how I got to be so good at art. I wonder where I got my colorful, noisy brain. Maybe it is like yours. Does this sound like you? I would like to know. I will keep writing to you with stories and with questions, and I will hold these letters under my mattress until I know where to send them.


Signed,


Your son















PART I

FOOTFALLS ECHO IN THE MEMORY




















CHAPTER 1

YMCA POOL, MASSACHUSETTS, OCTOBER 2022







Noel Enfield found an open lane at the Y pool and slipped in. This early in the morning, there was little risk of sharing lanes, and she could swim without worrying about keeping clear of another body. She had enough on her mind.


Swimming laps—concentrating only on her body pushing through the water—usually helped her manage the stress in her life. But by the time she had launched her first turn off the far wall, she knew today would be a struggle. She couldn’t shake the worry that had weighed on her since yesterday afternoon, when Deb Stone, the Field-Lyons Museum’s deputy director, had sent her a last-minute request for a lunchtime meeting today, adding as a note: Sorry to squeeze this in during lunch, but the subject is time-sensitive and this is my only free block. No word about what the subject might be, but Noel knew that meetings scheduled with less than twenty-four hours’ notice generally indicated crises.


“Maybe it’s about a new project coming in, something we haven’t planned for,” her assistant, Paula, had suggested.


Or maybe she’s “restructuring” again, Noel had thought to herself, the euphemism for downsizing staff. Maybe some of us are about to be let go.


She had kept all that to herself, though, and simply nodded in agreement with Paula—Yes, I’m sure it’s something like that—to avoid making her assistant nervous too.


Part of Noel felt her own fear was irrational; she knew she was hardworking and dedicated and necessary. Over the years she had transformed both the department and her role as Director of Collections, changes that had led to better, more streamlined operations—somewhat of a feat within a not-for-profit organization. However, she also knew those achievements weren’t always taken into account when jobs had to go on the chopping block. And she couldn’t afford to lose her job now that her six-year marriage was coming to an end.


Her choice, she reminded herself as she powered through another lap. It had been her choice to end the marriage and thrust both herself and Andy into endless phone calls with attorneys and discussions of demands being made and whether or not to accommodate them. Who got what, who lost what. Most recently, Andy had requested that Noel sign over her half of their house to him. “It’s the only home Alice remembers,” he had argued, “and she’ll need stability now that you’ve decided to blow up her life. Especially if you’re no longer going to be in it.”


The threat of losing Alice altogether, though veiled, was clear enough to Noel.


The day Noel met Andy, she’d excused herself to use the ladies’ room to freshen up at the end of lunch out with a girlfriend. Outside the restroom door had stood a man with his young daughter. Noel could tell by the way the girl hopped from foot to foot that she needed to use the toilet, but she was refusing—loudly—to go into the men’s room with her father.


As the girl’s father explained that he couldn’t take her into the ladies’ room and she wasn’t old enough to go in by herself, she stamped her foot and cried out, “I’m a big girl! I’m four!”


“Four!” Noel exclaimed as she approached. “That is awfully big.” She smiled at the man. “What if I check inside first to make sure the room is empty? Then we can stand guard out here while she goes in by herself.”


“That would work. Thank you.” Noel could hear the relief in the man’s voice.


“Of course. Be right back.”


When Noel nodded an all-clear, the man hustled his daughter into the restroom. “Be quick. But if you need me, I’m right outside the door. And don’t forget to wash your hands!” he added as the girl disappeared inside.


Noel laughed and the man shot her a sheepish smile.


“Believe it or not, that was my first single-dad fail,” he said. “She’s very headstrong lately.”


“It was bound to happen,” she said. “You handled it well.”


“With help,” he acknowledged, and he smiled again—full wattage this time. His intensity made Noel feel bashful for the first time in a long time. She thanked the squeal of the bathroom door a few moments later for ending the awkward silence between them.


“I’m Andy, by the way,” the man said as he stopped his girl from running past them, “and this is Alice.”


“I’m big,” Alice said again, shaking herself free from his hands on her shoulders.


“Yes, you are,” Noel said, laughing. “It’s nice to meet you, Alice. And Andy. I’m Noel. Yes, like the man’s name,” she added when Andy frowned in confusion. “I was named for a grandfather I never met.”


In those few moments, while grinning down at a stranger’s lovely, defiant daughter, her heart had stirred with so much yearning for a life that had eluded her in her forty-three years.


Here, she’d thought when Andy had asked her for a first date on a whim, here is my haven. She’d thought it again each time he asked her to come with him on outings with Alice after that. Finally—after the break from her partner, Ed, who’d admitted after ten years that he didn’t want children; after the devastating diagnosis of premature menopause that had followed their split; and long after the two-plus university years wasted on Bryn, her first love who hadn’t loved her enough in return—finally, a child, and someone who loved a child this much. Her own family. And she would love them, not as second or third best but as hers, as if all the missteps of those younger years could be forgotten because she had arrived here. Andy’s wife. Alice’s mom.


But no, she wasn’t. She was Alice’s stepmother. Going forward, her visits with Alice would always be up to Andy. Her choice to leave him had consequences, and there was no going back anyway. “What’s done is done,” as Noel’s grandmother had so often said—one of her most frequent platitudes.


“What’s done is done,” Gran said when Noel was nine and the car her mother was a passenger in went off the road and careened into a tree. That night, Noel showed up at her grandmother’s front door near midnight in the company of a social worker who’d had the task of explaining that Noel was now orphaned. If not for Gran walking away from her retirement plans and taking on the raising of her, she would have ended up in foster care for sure. And she would be forever grateful to her grandmother for taking her in, for loving her as best she knew how. But after the social worker told her grandmother about the crash, and after Gran expressed her bewildered frustration at her daughter’s getting into a car with a man who would turn out to be a reckless driver, she’d turned and looked at Noel. “Ah, what’s done is done,” she’d said, “and here you are.”


Yes, there she was, and there she stayed for the next nine years before going off to university. Gran had intended the lesson as a kindness for Noel: a drawing of a firm line under something awful, a way to tell her that what came after could be and would be better—and because of Gran, Noel had put the same platitude into practice for decades.


“Let him have it,” she’d told her attorney, against the woman’s best advice. “The house is not important to me. Alice is.” She would make any concessions that might help her keep that little girl in her life.


She pushed herself up and down the pool lane, her hands slapping the surface of the water instead of slicing into it. Bad form. She knew it but couldn’t correct herself. Lately, when thoughts of Andy and the looming end of her marriage invaded her mind, she lost focus. She’d sworn to put this failure out of her thoughts for the one hour she had to herself, but here it was anyway—a greater pull than the peace she expected in the water. She hoped Paula was right that Deb wanted to discuss a new, last-minute project. She really hoped this would not be another setback.


Crawl, crawl. She persisted through water that felt like sludge until her limbs were heavy. Had she done her hour? Less? Did it matter?


Her first swim teacher’s advice popped into her head: “Mastering the water doesn’t always mean pushing through it. Sometimes a swimmer has to conserve energy; sometimes it is enough to stay afloat.”


Noel rolled onto her back and, with a few flutter kicks, allowed the water to carry her, exhausted, the last few feet.















CHAPTER 2

FIELD-LYONS MUSEUM, OCTOBER 2022







After the arduous swim, Noel’s morning passed quickly as she and Paula pulled and cleaned pieces for an upcoming in-house exhibit on daily life in Colonial Massachusetts. The pewter tankards and wooden trenchers weren’t her favorite pieces, but everything from this period drew visitors to the museum, and being stuck in the collection for a few hours provided a good distraction. When she finally looked at her watch, it was thirty minutes before she needed to be in Deb’s office.


Paula caught her checking the time and shooed her off. “I’ve got this under control. You go get ready.”


“It would help if I had an inkling of what she wants to discuss,” Noel complained.


Paula smiled. “I don’t think it’s bad news. If Deb planned to drop bad news, we’d have heard rumors of it by now. No one around here keeps secrets very well. I bet it’s either a last-minute loan request or she’s going to offer you a promotion.”


“I’m sure you’re right about the loan request.” Noel shrugged. “Whatever it is, I hope I can get out at two as planned. I promised I’d be at Alice’s skate practice today, and I can’t let her down. It’s the first time she’s wanted to see me since . . .”


“I get it,” Paula said when Noel faltered. “No matter what Deb needs, the department will handle it and you’ll get out on time. Now, go.”


Noel tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as she walked back to her office to collect her task book and tablet in case she needed her calendar. She doubted they’d be discussing a promotion. She’d been offered new jobs within the museum before—had even been recruited by other museums, both nearby and in other states, for positions that included longer hours or more travel—but offers had dwindled over the past seven years. After meeting and marrying Andy and becoming a mom to Alice, being home as much as possible had been more important to her than advancing. And Andy had been adamant that Alice needed a reliable motherly presence after Marisa’s defection. Noel had agreed, but meeting that need had meant compromise in her career. With every year she’d stayed in Collections, the opportunities had dried up.


When Noel arrived at the deputy director’s office, she found her on the phone. Deb mouthed “sorry” and motioned for Noel to take the seat opposite her while she finished her call.


It wasn’t an unpleasant conversation, Noel gathered from the smile on Deb’s face. In fact, her boss seemed in a buoyant mood, and Noel wondered if she too might relax—if, instead of the routine glitches and problems that the deputy director often addressed with her, today’s agenda might be problem-free. She wasn’t sure she could handle any more problems.


She was so absorbed in trying to figure out why she was there that she almost missed Deb ending her call and turning the conversation to her.


“Noel. Thank you for your patience.”


“Oh. Of course.”


“And thank you for agreeing to see me last-minute. I’ll try and keep things brief.” Deb relaxed back into her chair. Then she smiled. “I have a proposal to talk to you about. This may be a project that proves too disruptive, so when I’ve finished, I want you to tell me exactly what you think. And be completely honest, okay?”


A new project? Both relieved and intrigued, Noel nodded.


“Back in February,” Deb began, “we were approached by the Addison Gallery in London. Do you remember, Noel, that we sent them a couple of small Pre-Raphaelite sketches for their comprehensive show about the brotherhood in 2018?”


The request had created a flurry of excited energy among Noel’s staff. The Addison was prestigious; inclusion of even these minor pieces—a pair of Rossetti ink studies of the model and painter Lizzie Siddal—had been a huge honor.


She nodded. “I remember. Do they have another show on the horizon? Another request for a loan?”


“A loan, yes, but it’s not for art. Their head curator, Jean Rayburn, is seconding one of her staff with us. This isn’t general knowledge yet, but the Addison will be expanding one of their regional outposts soon, the one in the north of England, and part of the expansion plan includes turning the building’s outdoor space into a sculpture-exhibit park. Jean and I have become good friends over the years, and she knows we can help her staff member get up to speed with interactive outdoor exhibits. Our Board approved it, we have lodging, we can dedicate staff time to the project. The six-month secondment will overlap with the months leading up to the art student sculpture show we put on every May, and honestly, it will be great to have the extra set of hands.”


“That sounds wonderful for the museum. So how can Collections help?” Noel asked.


“Ah.” Deb smiled. “Collections can’t help, but maybe you can. Jean and others at the Addison had the idea that we make the secondment reciprocal. Meaning we send someone from here to them for six months’ worth of skill building. The secondee would become part of the Addison team responsible for the exhibition showcasing the 2023 UK Rising Artists Awards. That person would also write the show’s exhibition guide with input from the competing artists—gathering bios, artists’ statements, assessing the paintings. I nominated you for this secondment.”


Noel sat in stunned silence for a few moments. She could hardly believe what she’d heard. “Me? Over curatorial staff?”


“Oh,” Deb said, “there are always people who would love to go to London, but—and please don’t share this news with anyone just yet—someone on staff gave her notice; she’s leaving for an opportunity in Illinois. Which means I’ll have a curator’s job to fill soon. After some reorganizing, I’d like to put you in charge of American Art and Artifacts. You could come back here and step right into the new role.”


A secondment and a curatorial job? Noel sat back in the chair. Paula’s promotion comment she had dismissed as ridiculous was not so ridiculous after all. She was being given one more opportunity to advance. “I hardly know what to say.”


“Say yes; I want you in that spot,” Deb said. “You’ve dedicated yourself to this place and it’s high time we invested in you. If you come back with these skills under your belt, the open job will be yours. I’ll have to advertise the position, of course, but that will be a formality. I’ll hold it for you. The only question is, is it the right time for you to make a change in your career?”


Noel’s heart raced with excitement. She had started her museum career full of ambition to advance, and for years she had moved steadily up the ranks—until she’d pressed pause to establish herself as mother to Alice. But she had more flexibility now.


She felt so overwhelmed by this generous offer that she was speechless. The secondment experience would be invaluable—her ticket to moving into the curatorial spot or moving to any museum of her choosing, really. More responsibility, more rank, likely more much-needed money. She really was poised to leap, to put her career pause behind her, to take a chance on herself.


“Are you unsure?” Deb interrupted Noel’s thoughts. “You’ve passed up promotion offers in the past, but now that your daughter’s older and your circumstances have changed . . . well, I did wonder if you’d like the change of scenery. My divorce motivated me to come clear across the country to the Field-Lyons—but of course, my ex and I didn’t have children.”


“I can say emphatically yes, yes I want this,” Noel said quickly. “I would jump at this opportunity without question if I only had myself to think about. But I do need to think about what this would mean for visits with Alice. Six months is a long stretch to go without seeing her and I really have to—”


“Forgive me,” Deb interrupted, holding up a hand. “There’s something I should have told you straight away. If you weren’t separated, I’d have suggested that your whole family should accompany you. The Addison is offering a two-bedroom apartment, which would have been big enough for all of you. Meaning it’s big enough for you to have Alice come and stay with you a time or two.”


Would Andy go for that? Noel wasn’t sure. She remembered back to the morning she told him she was leaving—his awful, awful words, his face contorted with anger. Ugly. Ugly, ugly, ugly. She had known it would be. To him, her decision had come out of nowhere, and the more he’d pressed her for reasons, the quieter she’d grown.


Of course he’d been irate. But explaining herself to Andy’s satisfaction would have meant having multiple conversations about herself, her past, the mistakes she’d made—so many things she had never told him about before they’d married, decisions made that she knew he would have disapproved of. So she’d simply left, and left Andy exasperated.


However, in the months since, as lawyers had taken over the most difficult conversations and allowed them distance from each other, Andy’s anger had abated somewhat. He remained short with her, yes, but he was also coming around to letting her have time with Alice. She hoped he’d see reason. His first wife had abandoned him when Alice was an infant; Noel was the only mother Alice knew. Surely he wanted Alice to have a mother in her life.


Her relationship with Alice was strained right now too, but Noel allowed herself to imagine taking her to London’s parks and museums and shops, taking her for tea, having her with her for an entire school vacation week. They might get their relationship back on better footing. All this, and an opportunity to pursue the work that excited her, the work she had trained to do when she started the art history course in London all those years ago.


London. Thinking the city’s name brought her excited anticipation to a quick halt. The last time she had lived there, she had experienced both the happiest and darkest moments of her life, with the lowest points leading her to withdraw from university to return to the States to finish her degree. No one except her grandmother had known the circumstances behind her departure, that she had left the city broken. Even if she could go back, should she?


Deb studied her face carefully. “I can tell you’re thinking through all the pros and cons, and if you come to the conclusion that it’s not the right move for you, that’s fine,” she said. “I do want you to be honest. I won’t hold a ‘no, thanks’ against you, I promise. You can stay where you are. But if it’s only the details that are overwhelming you, let me say there are things you won’t need to worry about at all. Between them, the two museums will work out travel arrangements, your lodging, and help you secure any necessary visas.”


The moment Noel was given an out, she knew for certain that she wanted the position; she wanted to keep moving up; she wanted to get away. This time around, she would stay on an even keel—go to work, do her job, dedicate herself to doing well, be professional. Going back to such a place didn’t mean going back in time. She could put the lid back on this particular box of memories and keep it as firmly closed as she had for decades. Maybe it would be cleansing, standing up to the past so that she might be free of it once and for all.


The longer she thought about it, the more certain she felt she could face London. It was a different city to the one she’d known in the 1990s, and she was a different woman. Stronger. That part of her life was well behind her.


“I won’t need a visa,” she said, thinking aloud. “I have a British passport.”


“There you go.” Deb smiled. “You’re speaking like a woman who is packed and ready to board the plane, and I’m so pleased. I won’t lie, you’ll have a busy few weeks before you leave, but there are relocation teams on both ends to make the transition as smooth as possible.”


Noel looked at Deb. The hopeful expectation on her boss’s face made her feel as if she should agree on the spot. “I know you’d like an answer now, but I do need to talk to Andy. I can tell you this, though: I’ve put advancement on hold for years—with no regrets, honestly—but the time feels right for a move. I feel ready.”


“I agree; you are ready. Go home and think. Talk it over with the family. I will need you to let me know by end-of-day tomorrow, however. I wish I could give you more time than that, but I can’t. Speaking of time . . .” Deb looked at her watch. “We’ve finished a little early. How about a cup of coffee downstairs, now that the business is behind us? Or a quick bite of lunch, since I’ve kept you from yours?”


If the cafeteria wasn’t crowded, Noel calculated, she had time to eat and still leave early enough to catch Alice’s skating practice and take her out for pizza as promised. Leaving here by two thirty or three would not be disastrous. There was no reason to say no to her boss, and in fact, she didn’t want to.


“A quick lunch? I’d like that very much.”















CHAPTER 3

SKATING RINK, OCTOBER 2022







The ice rink during practice hours was a noisy place. Several songs played at once, blaring and tinny through individual players instead of the rink’s sound system. Three instructors stood at the barriers, calling out instructions and corrections to several pupils, while parents in the stands either augmented those calls with their own advice or chatted with their nearest neighbors. Sometimes there were angry shouts from the skaters, or loud sobs of frustration. Some of the parents continued to talk through these interruptions or scroll their phones, paying attention to the ice only when their own child was on it.


Andy was one of those parents—uninterested in anyone but Alice, even taking notes when she skated. But not Noel. She loved the athleticism and the grace of each skater, even the youngest ones who hadn’t quite mastered grace. It took courage to be out there, gliding across a sheet of frozen water on thin blades.


She stood inside the entry and assessed how late she was by locating Alice, figuring out what she was working on. Footwork sequences. Noel had arrived pretty far into practice. All her daughter had left to do were her final endurance laps around the rink and a cooldown.


After they’d wrapped up their meeting, Deb had whisked her off to Craftsman, the museum’s white-tablecloth restaurant, and not the cafeteria as Noel had expected. “To celebrate,” she had said while leading Noel to the elevator. “I have a good feeling your answer will be yes. I’m an optimist.”


Even though Noel had passed on dessert, lunch had taken longer than anticipated. And after lunch, feeling a little lightheaded from the glass of prosecco Deb had insisted on ordering, she had gone back to her office instead of getting right in the car and passed some time finishing up paperwork and sharing with Paula the news that had been discussed at the meeting.


Paula had been as surprised as Noel, then alternately thrilled and anxious when she learned it was likely that she’d be Acting Director in Noel’s absence. Perhaps full-fledged, once Noel’s promotion was made official—but Noel kept that part to herself, as Deb had asked. There was enough for the two women to celebrate, in any case, and they had, hugging and congratulating each other and hugging again. It had been a joy to tell someone who was simply happy for her. Telling Andy when she dropped Alice at home later would be far more complicated.


It turned out she wouldn’t have to wait until she brought Alice home to talk to him. As she scanned the crowd looking for a seat with a good view of the ice, she spotted him. He had a favorite bleacher, and most of the seats around him were empty. She stood for a moment longer, watching him. He leaned forward, elbows resting on knees, chin on his fists, watching Alice work through her sequence, his eyes taking nothing else in.


He wasn’t supposed to be here, and it annoyed Noel that he was encroaching on her time with Alice. Had he forgotten that he’d agreed to her pickup and pizza after, she wondered?


Uncertain but determined, she composed her face, relaxing her frown into a smile, and walked across the rink to him.


He didn’t track her approach and only looked her way when she sat next to him.


“I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” she said. “I thought this was my day to do the pickup. Pickup and supper out. Or did I get the day wrong?”


“Hello to you, too,” Andy said, his eyes already focused back on the ice. “You know I always catch practice.”


Noel didn’t engage. It was awkward to be in Andy’s company since she had moved out. But with Alice and her best interests in common, they could be civil. Noel located Alice on the ice. “She’s doing very well.”


Andy laughed. “She’s got a special talent, and it helps that she’s determined. I know you think we all push her too hard. Me. Coach.” He held his hand up, somehow knowing Noel was about to open her mouth to protest even though his eyes were back on the ice and his daughter. “You do. But it’s all Alice. Some of these kids are good but they don’t practice the basics enough. And that’s where she stands out.”


Before Noel could think of the right thing to say in reply, Andy changed the subject. “You’re later than you said you’d be.”


“A last-minute meeting with Deb ran a bit long,” she said, seeing her opening. “I got here as soon as I could. Turns out there’s an opportunity she wanted to discuss with me. A work-related opportunity that I need—”


“Did you see the triple, Dad? I nailed it!” Alice had skated over to the dasher boards, excited to celebrate her accomplishment.


“Stay focused, Alice!” her coach called from behind her.


Alice swiveled in her direction. “I know, I know,” she said, “time for laps.” She looked back at Andy and rolled her eyes.


When she lingered a moment longer, Noel lifted her hand in a wave. “Nice work out there!”


Without acknowledging her presence, Alice pushed off from the side and skated right into her laps.


Taken aback, Noel said, “I thought she was looking forward to tonight.”


“She changed her mind,” Andy said stiffly. “She’s still not ready for a night out alone with you. To be honest, I’m not ready for it either.”


Noel looked at him. He was still only showing her his profile, intent as he was on Alice. “We discussed—”


“I know what we discussed. But she’s still upset. She asked me to ask you . . .” He paused, as if searching for the right way to say whatever was on his mind.


“Ask me . . .” she prompted, even though she was worried by the change of plans.


“She wondered, and I did too,” he began, “if instead of taking her out for pizza, you might come to ours for supper? I put together a lasagna last night. Alice’s request.”


Come to “ours.” Of course it wasn’t hers anymore, but the reality gave her pause.


When Noel didn’t answer, Andy continued, “She told me she wants to take this slowly. I thought you’d agree. Unless you have other plans?”


My only other plans were pizza and spending time alone with Alice, Noel thought to herself, but she kept the sharp remarks in check. This was about mending the rift with her daughter, she reminded herself, and if this was what would make her daughter happy, then she’d save the pizza plans for next time. “Of course, that would be nice. Thank you.”


Andy nodded, and after a few seconds he said, “I need to stretch my legs. I’ll go get Alice a hot chocolate for when she’s finished. Can I get you something?”


“No, I’m fine. You go. These bleachers are killer, and you’ve been sitting for a while,” Noel said, trying to keep things light.


Andy nodded and stood up. He took a few steps but then stopped. “You started to say something earlier. About work? Some kind of work opportunity?”


“It’s nothing important, really. We can talk about it later. Actually,” she added as Andy smiled and started off again for the snack stand, “I will have a hot chocolate, if you don’t mind.”


Without a backward glance, Andy lifted a hand, acknowledging he’d heard her.


When he was out of sight, Noel exhaled the breath she was holding. It would only be a matter of minutes to make the extra drink, but she needed the time alone to prepare herself for this change in plans: spending an evening in the home that was no longer hers with a daughter who didn’t want to be alone with her and an estranged husband who no longer trusted her.


She didn’t blame either of them; there was much for her to repair. But the fractured situation made it the worst possible time to bring up the secondment news and her idea of having Alice visit her in London. She’d let herself be carried away by what might be instead of coming to terms with what was.















CHAPTER 4

OUTSIDE ANDY’S HOME, OCTOBER 2022







Once practice ended, the skaters raced each other for the gate and left the ice. Noel knew Alice would emerge from the locker room only after she had changed into street clothes and packed up her equipment so she stayed put in the bleachers, sipping her cocoa.


Andy stood and picked up the cup of cocoa he had bought for Alice. “I’ll go wait outside the locker room.”


“Okay. Good idea. We’ll wait there instead.” She reached under the bleacher for her bag and then stood up.


Andy didn’t move. “There’s no need for both of us to be here. Why don’t you go on ahead to the house?”


“I really don’t mind hanging around for a bit,” Noel said. “I can say hi to Alice and then follow you home.”


“Noel, I think it’s best if we meet you there,” Andy said firmly.


“Oh.” Despite the rink’s cold, Noel’s face felt warm with embarrassment. She’d thought Andy was being considerate of her, warning her it could be a long wait. The truth was, he didn’t want her to wait with him. “Sure. I’ll see you there. I can check work email while I wait.”


Noel relived the embarrassment of misunderstanding Andy as she pulled up to the curb in front of the locked, empty house and parked.


Here she was, back. Under the streetlights, the bright yellow leaves of the sugar maples in the side yard glowed. The lawn was clipped and edged, the shrubs trimmed, and the house as tidy as ever. Even parking where she just had was typical. Yet her car felt out of place; she felt out of place. She could imagine the neighbors peering out their windows, surprised to see her car again and curious to know why she was here.


The last time she had been at the house was the morning after she and Andy had thrown a party, with his new boss and colleagues in attendance, to celebrate him landing a new job.


Hands still on the steering wheel, Noel closed her eyes. She could picture all of them in the last throes of that party as clearly as if it had happened yesterday. Could picture herself walking around the dining table, clearing the half-empty and nearly empty serving bowls, sauce boats and baking dishes, crumpled napkins, used utensils, and emptied wine glasses. Could see Andy in the living room, having a one-on-one conversation with the man who’d hired him, Christopher Murray—Chris, as he’d invited Noel to call him when he introduced himself and his wife, Hayley, at the front door. The circle of women, wives and partners, chattering about children balking at college application deadlines and how once-sunny babies had become such sullen, stubborn teens. She remembered smiling at the complaints but not engaging, instead going about the business of clearing the table clutter to make room for dessert.


But then one of the women had called out to her. “How about you, Noel? I know Alice is only eleven, but do you and Andy have older children applying to colleges this year?”


Noel recalled how she had turned, her arms full of dishes bound for the kitchen sink, and looked at the well-dressed woman who had asked the question. Nancy. Her smile was warm and her eyes held genuine interest. Still, Noel dreaded questions like hers in case they prompted even more personal questions. Is Alice your only child? Did you choose to wait, or . . . ?


She must have looked stricken, because before she had a chance to say, “No, Alice is our only,” Nancy had apologized.


“That was too personal, I’m sorry. I’m always doing that, speaking without thinking.”


“It’s fine.” Thinking of what the night meant to Andy, Noel had smiled through her answer, although she hadn’t felt like it. “No older children. Andy and I have only been married six years.”


Once she’d said that, though, Nancy had looked puzzled, and Noel realized she had done the opposite of heading off further questions. Cursing herself for the mistake, she’d added, “Andy was a single dad when I met him. I’m Alice’s stepmom.”


“Oh!” exclaimed Chris’s wife, Hayley, before Noel could exit the conversation and the room. “I’m a stepmom like you, Noel. Chris has three boys from his first marriage.” As Hayley spoke, she rubbed her hand over her stomach, the circles drawing Noel’s attention to a small but unmistakable bump. A pregnancy. Unlike Noel, she would have the stepkids and her own child too.


In the quiet of the car, Noel rested her forehead on the steering wheel. If only the reminders had ended with Nancy’s and Hayley’s innocuous attempts at bonding with her. Noel might have been able to shove those conversations and everything they stirred up in her to the back of her mind. She might have gotten through the evening with her marriage intact.


But not long after she’d gone into the kitchen to escape the group of women, Andy had followed.


“Noel?”


She was so engrossed in her tasks, she jumped at the sound of Andy’s voice. He was standing in the doorway.


“I was wondering what happened to you,” he said.


Noel managed a smile. “Wrangling these desserts was more than I bargained for.”


“Oh, right,” he said, looking over at the counter and the spread of cakes and tarts waiting there. “Before I forget”—he looked back at Noel—“do we have sparkling water? Chris asked if we had any. Hayley’s stomach is bothering her and we only have still on the table.”


Noel pointed to the fridge. “There’s some chilling.”


“Thanks,” he said, but he didn’t make a move for it.


“What is it?” she asked him.


“You don’t think there was something wrong with the food you served, do you? You didn’t let anything sit out too—no, forget it. I know you’re careful.”


His tone conveyed that he wasn’t 100 percent certain that Noel had taken care, and that irked her. Without thinking, she blurted, “It wasn’t my cooking. She’s pregnant.”


Andy gave an incredulous laugh. “What are you talking about?”


“Hayley is pregnant. It’s a logical guess,” she said, holding up a hand, when she saw his skeptical look. She began counting off: “You said her stomach is upset, one. Two, she keeps putting a hand on her belly. And, three, she didn’t have any wine all night.”


“Lots of people don’t drink in these kinds of social situations. You didn’t,” he pointed out. “For a person who’s never been pregnant, you sure seem to know a lot,” he added, grinning. A picked-over bowl of shelled pistachios she’d yet to empty into the trash caught his eye and he grabbed a handful, popping them one by one into his mouth.


Noel said nothing. For what was the rebuttal, she wondered? Not the truth—not with a houseful of strangers, not at this point in their marriage.


“Why don’t you head back and let everyone know I’ll be right in, okay?” Noel said, the most efficient way she knew to dismiss him from the kitchen. “I’ll bring the San Pellegrino in a minute.”


Noel lifted her head from the steering wheel, recalling how, after Andy had rejoined the conversation in the other room, she had looked around their familiar, well-loved kitchen. The creamy yellow walls, the family photos on the fridge, the cool tumbled surface of the granite island. It had always been her favorite room in the house—the place where everyone gathered, foraged for snacks, poured wine, laid out homework, baked cookies, talked. The room where she dropped her work bag and changed from working professional into wife and mother, and where she dressed Alice’s skinned knees and nursed her less obvious but equally painful friendship wounds. That kitchen meant home, the place where she’d landed after believing she could move on.


And Andy, the doting father she’d met outside the ladies’ room door almost seven years earlier, had felt like the person she could move on with. Andy is someone, she’d thought, who, despite his pain, is open to meeting new people, talking, having new experiences.


In those early days of their relationship, when she was still crushed by Ed’s leaving and her infertility, Andy had been an inspiration, a model for her of the kind of person she hoped to be after too many years of regretted decisions and false starts and disappointments. How resilient he was, she’d thought, to take a chance on starting over with her after he’d been so deeply hurt by Marisa and her “unnatural decision,” as he had called it on their second or third date. (“Who has a child and then leaves? What kind of woman leaves her child?”)


She’d never answered him; instead, she’d left the question hanging in the air between them. After all, decades had passed since that day when Gran had arrived at her London flat with a suggestion to help in a way that twenty-year-old Noel had not considered, not in a million years. “Why not put it all behind you and come home with me, unencumbered?”—as if what she was leaving behind was nothing more than excess luggage, a drag on her.


And she had. She’d gotten on that plane. She’d left London and everyone who was important to her behind—and, with time, the worst of her anguish had passed. She’d begun to believe that Gran had been right, that leaving had been for the best. She’d come to believe that she could keep the past to herself—her business, no one else’s. But the truth had followed her, and Andy, on the night of the party, had unwittingly stumbled into it. For someone who’s never been pregnant, you sure seem to know a lot.


She wasn’t ever going to set him straight, but once he’d spoken those words, she couldn’t continue living a lie either. That was the moment she knew her marriage was over. Telling him the next morning that she was leaving had only been a formality.


Headlights coming up behind her and lighting the interior of her car brought her back to the present. It was Andy and Alice slowing down, then passing her on their way to the garage. Noel straightened up and shook her head, clearing her thoughts. It was time to see Alice; it was time to talk to Andy about London. She took a breath and popped open the car door.















CHAPTER 5

ANDY’S HOME, OCTOBER 2022







By the time Noel made it to the garage, Alice had already bounded into the house.


“She has homework,” Andy told her. “I want her to get a jump on it.”


Noel nodded, then trailed a few steps behind as he followed Alice’s path from the garage into the kitchen.


After switching on the oven, Andy walked over to the fridge, took out the lasagna, and set it on the counter.


“Can I help with something?” Noel asked. “Set the table? Make a salad?”


“That would be weird, don’t you think?”


Before she had a chance to ask what he meant by that, he said, “Salad’s made already, and Alice is responsible for the table, remember?”


She nodded. “I remember.”


“By the way . . .” He walked back to the sink and grabbed a serving dish that was set off to one side. A Meissen serving bowl, an heirloom from Noel’s grandmother. “You forgot this when you packed up.” He slid it across the island toward her.


She put her hand out and stopped the slide of the bowl. As she did, a loose chip of porcelain inside rattled.


“Oh.” She reached in and picked up the shard, smaller than a dime. “What happened?”


“I figured you knew. It was like this when I got down the stack of bowls the other day.” He peered closely at the dish’s chipped rim and shrugged. “It’s barely noticeable.”


She nodded, holding her tongue. It might be a small nick, but the bowl was all she had left of her grandmother. “Sentimental people are drawn to the museum world,” Andy had teased early on in their relationship, implying that a desire to work with art and artifacts meant she preferred to live in the past.


That simply wasn’t true. Rather than dwell in the past, she had moved forward. Gran had taught her that—to keep going, to see her own history as being malleable, the future not defined or fixed because of anything she had done or that had been done to her. The attachment to the bowl had nothing to do with a desire to turn back time and everything to do with remembering the lessons in her grandmother’s steely will.


Maybe it won’t look too bad if I glue the piece back on, she thought, but it bothered her that it would always be marred now. The bowl had been intact the last time she used it, she was certain. The night of their party. Certainly she would have noticed a chipped rim before filling it with salad.


She was so lost in these thoughts that she only heard the tail end of a question Andy was asking her.


“Tell you . . . ? I’m sorry, I missed most of what you said.”


“I said, it felt like you were being evasive at the rink when I tried to follow up with you about the work opportunity you mentioned.” He frowned. “‘Not important.’ ‘Tell you later.’ Do you want to tell me now? It’s later, after all.”


“The rink was noisy and the girls were winding up their practice—it didn’t feel like the right time,” she said evenly. “But sure, we can talk about it now if you’d like.”


He gestured with his hand, yielding her the floor.


“Okay, well, the opportunity. Deb made me an offer that might turn out to be fun for all of us.”


“For all of us?” he echoed with a dubious look. “Go on.”


Encouraged, she continued. “She offered me a six-month secondment to the Addison Gallery in London. From the beginning of November through mid-May. They want me as part of the team responsible for curating and mounting the UK Rising Artists Exhibition in conjunction with the awards. I’ll help make decisions regarding the show, I’ll interview the artists, review their entries, write the exhibition catalog—all that.”


He made a face. “Your boss is giving you a six-month . . . trip? Why? What’s in it for her?”


“She wants me to get this experience under my belt so that I can move from Collections to Curatorial in the spring. She’s told me I’ll be promoted when I get back. Different responsibilities, work I’ve always wanted to do.”


“But couldn’t, I get it. So training, essentially. When she could hire someone who already knows this stuff.” He shook his head. “That sounds like a waste of time and money, if you ask me. But that’s a nonprofit for you.”


She tamped down the anger she felt at his dismissiveness. “Loads of for-profit businesses use secondments to develop their staff,” she said with more patience than she felt. “If they like a person, they invest in the person.” She waited a beat, then dove on. “If I go, I’d like Alice to come over for a visit, or even two. She has three school breaks during those six months. What would you think of that?”


Time passed as Andy stared at her and said nothing. The kitchen was quiet, no noise but the wall clock ticking away the seconds and the oven fan whirring as the oven preheated.


Finally, he spoke. “If you go?”


“I haven’t accepted the offer yet. I told Deb I’d talk to you before I gave her an answer. But she does need an answer quickly—tomorrow, she said. I’d have to leave in a couple of weeks.”


“If you go.”


“Yes.” She waited a moment and added, “Of course. If. But I do think it could be a lot of fun for Alice. The Addison is offering a two-bedroom flat. She and I could have a mother-daughter adventure. And you’d have a break back here.”


He waited another few moments, then shook his head. “Flying Alice overseas for a week when she’s not comfortable with you right now? How could you possibly think this is a good idea?” He glared at Noel and then walked away, opening cabinets, grabbing dishes, setting them on the counter with a clatter. He strode over to the refrigerator and stopped abruptly at the door. “‘I’m divorcing you, not Alice,’” he said, looking back at Noel. “Your words. You promised you’d work hard to stay in her life, but now you want to disappear from her life for months?”


“I’m not . . .” She bit her tongue.


Do not let him bait you into arguments that you will lose. Her attorney’s instructions came back to her loud and clear.


“I’m taking a job,” she continued. “A temporary job. I can make some weekend trips back and forth. I won’t be that far.” She paused. “And I honestly thought it would be fun for Alice, a chance to travel and see new places.” As she said it, she realized how hollow this sounded, how wishful and unattainable.


“Or is it fun for you to punt on your responsibilities for six months?”


“Andy.” Noel pinched the bridge of her nose. “I get it, I sprang this on you two weeks before I have to leave. You must feel rushed. Why don’t we—”


“Leave for where? What’s going on?”


Noel and Andy both turned, surprised by the interruption. Alice stood in the doorway of the kitchen, a wary expression on her face. How long she’d been standing there wasn’t clear. Noel started to explain but Andy talked over her.


“Noel is going to London for six months. For a job.”


Noel looked at him. “Come on. It’s a little more involved than that.” She looked back at Alice. “I’ve been offered a six-month job at a London museum, to learn some new skills. Of course I’ll travel back to see you. But I also thought you might like to come and see me over your school vacations. I’m going to have an apartment in a great part of London and we could do lots of sightseeing. All the historical sites you’ve ever heard about—Buckingham Palace, Tower of London, Westminster Abbey—but also museums and plays and music and walks in the parks.” Noel paused and then added, “We could have a lot of fun.”


“Would my dad come?”


Noel shook her head. “It would be just the two of us. For one school vacation week, or maybe two. And in between, I’ll make plans to see you here on some weekends.”


Noel kept her eyes on Alice. She looked a little curious—until she turned to her father to gauge his reaction. As soon as she saw the scowl on his face, her shoulders dropped and she looked back at Noel. “I don’t think I’d like to fly by myself. And I’d miss my friends and skating if I was away. Thanks, though.”


“Exactly what I thought.” Andy smiled over at Noel, triumphant. “Now,” he added, clapping his hands together, “we’ve settled that. Alice, go wash up for dinner. I’ll call you in a bit to set the table.”


Alice ran upstairs and Andy returned to preparing for dinner, avoiding Noel—not speaking to her, pointedly not looking at her. He pulled a bottle of wine from the rack, opened it, and poured himself a glass as he looked out the window that overlooked the backyard.


“She takes her cues from you, Andy,” she said, unable to take the silence any longer. “Maybe give this some more thought and—”


“I’m not going to change my mind,” he said, still looking out the window. “Do what you want, Noel. Go, don’t go. But tell me”—he turned around—“why did we spend all this time these past few weeks negotiating about visits if you are just going to turn around and leave her? ‘I want to be part of her life,’” he mimicked in a falsetto.


“Stop. I do—”


“That’s not the message you’re sending to Alice. You’re telling her that your career is more important than she is. You forget, she and I have been through this before. I don’t know why I thought you were different.”


“I said, stop.” Noel fought to keep her voice down. “I’m not walking out of her life. This is a conversation about how I might stay in it and be an active part of it. Visiting me is one idea, showing her a place that gives her an idea of my history and hers. You know my mother and I were both born in London, my grandmother lived there for a good part of her early life. I could show her where. Visiting my grandmother’s childhood home was one of the first things I did when I went over for uni—”


“Your family.”


“Yes, I’m talking about where I come from, I said that.”


“You’re saying ‘her history,’ when really, you’re talking about yours. It has nothing at all to do with Alice. She’s not your daughter. She’s mine. I think I’ve been mighty generous, but I won’t be taken advantage of. In fact,” he said, eyes narrowed, “it’s probably best if you don’t stay for supper. You asked to get out of this marriage and this family for reasons you can’t even articulate, and you know what? I’ll give you exactly what you wanted. Go on up and say goodbye to Alice, and when you’re done upstairs, please let yourself out.”


Upstairs, Noel stood outside her daughter’s bedroom door, her hand poised to knock. Before she had a chance to, the door opened. Alice still wore the beanie that kept her head warm while she skated.


“May I come in?” Noel asked.


Alice shrugged and pulled off the cap. Strands of her dark, silky hair, full of static electricity, stood on end.


Noel had seen one photo of Marisa, Andy’s ex-wife, years ago, before Andy had found her snooping and stored the few remnants left of Alice’s mother away in the attic. Alice shared her mother’s dark hair and pale skin; the rest of her was all Andy.


She reached out to smooth down the flyaways but Alice ducked out of her reach. “Don’t.” She planted herself in the narrow opening between door and doorjamb, blocking Noel from entering. “I heard my dad,” she said. “I heard everything he said to you.”


“I see,” Noel said, and Alice began to step back into her room, closing the door behind her.


“Alice—Alice, wait a minute,” Noel pleaded. “I understand why you wouldn’t want to leave home and visit me in London. I can also understand why you’re upset with the idea of me going. If you want to talk about it, I’ll listen.”


Alice shrugged. Her eyes were dark, flat. “You’ll just leave anyway. What difference does it make?”


A few years back, Noel had found Marisa Bautista’s profile on Facebook and, in a moment of generosity—and gratitude, she’d told herself, for all she’d inherited from Marisa’s loss—she had reached out to her on Messenger. She’d attached Alice’s most recent school photo, along with a note explaining who she was to Alice and what a wonderful person Alice was growing into. The door, she’d said, was open for Marisa to have a relationship with her. A few days had passed before Marisa replied. “I know Andrew doesn’t think that way,” she’d written, “and he won’t be pleased if he knows you contacted me. I’m sorry, I’m sure you’re a very nice person, but don’t contact me again.”


In the moment, Noel had felt embarrassed by both the reply and her impulse to send the message—but also, if she was being honest, the tiniest bit smug. Andy was right all along, she’d thought, you weren’t a mother, and I’m better than you. She felt humbled by that memory now, by how black-and-white she’d seen the situation as being, by how superior she’d felt.
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