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				This book is for Judith and Greer, who convinced me I could write it, and for Laurie and Miles, who taught me that the story never ends.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				We shall not cease from exploration

				And the end of all our exploring

				Will be to arrive where we started

				And know the place for the first time.

				—T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding,” Four Quartets
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				ONE

				He was the only child in a house full of doubt. In bed each night, though it wasn’t dark—the floor lights his father had installed—and it wasn’t entirely private—the nursery monitor both parents refused to give up—he rehearsed the things he was certain of, using his fingers to number them. He was just a little boy, but he wouldn’t allow himself to sleep until he’d gone through both hands twice. Twenty was a good number, he thought, though of course it paled in comparison with the number of doubts, partly because his parents had had so many years to discover them, but mainly because the doubt list was always growing, towering above him like the giant boy at his old school, the one his father had called a bully. The giant boy, whose name was Paul, had never done anything to Michael, but his parents doubted that Michael could learn in such an environment and took him out of that school. The three schools that followed had led to three other doubts, and now Michael was finishing first grade in home school, even though homeschooling had its doubts, too. I doubt he’ll get the socialization he needs, his mother said. I doubt we can teach him laboratory science, his father said, but we’ll have to deal with that when the time comes. And then the words his parents didn’t have to say—if the time comes—because the future was always the biggest doubt of all.

				“I will get bigger.” Michael whispered it every night, holding up his thumb. Then he said, touching his index finger, “I will not die before I get to drive a car.” He would force himself not to think of all the ways he could die, the hundreds of things his parents had told him all his life. He would also force himself not to daydream about what his first car would be like, because then he would fall asleep before he finished his counting and dream about rows and rows of shiny cars, all with headlights that looked like eyes and grills that looked like mouths.

				In the morning, he was often very tired. When he slumped down for breakfast, his mother would put her hand on his forehead and ask if he was feeling okay. He hardly ever got sick, except when he was two years old and then he was so sick he had to spend weeks in the hospital, though all he remembered about that now was the pattern of elephants and monkeys on the nurses’ clothes. His mother always made him touch his chin to his chest, even if he told her his neck didn’t hurt. Sometimes she would take his temperature and inspect his throat and ears with a flashlight and push on his belly to make sure his appendix wasn’t about to burst. Only after she was satisfied that he wasn’t coming down with something would she ask, “Did you have any nightmares?”

				He used to tell her, but he’d stopped when he realized that she and his father discussed his dreams the same way they discussed all the books they were reading about Raising Your Gifted Child. So he didn’t tell her about the dream he kept having where the ocean came up to his bedroom window and he jumped in a boat and floated off. He only thought of it as a nightmare because he knew it should have been scary—if he was alone in the boat, this meant his parents must have drowned. In real life, he would have cried and cried for his parents: their love for him was one of the things he was most certain of; it was always somewhere in the first five things he counted every night. But in the dream, it never occurred to him to wonder where they were. He was sitting on a flat wooden seat in the middle of the boat, listening to the sound of the water lapping against the sides, blinking at the sun hanging so low in the sky it looked like he could row right to it. He felt like the biggest, scariest parts of the world were all gone, washed away by something that was winking at him in the soft fat cloud that floated overhead.

				The lady who appeared that day was like the cloud, though she wasn’t fat and she wasn’t at all soft. Her arms were so skinny that when she bent her elbows, Michael thought of the paper clips he liked to twist apart when he was supposed to be learning geography. He didn’t really like geography, though he loved the maps hung up in the room where he studied—the schoolroom, his parents called it, though it was nothing like school, because there was only one desk. The map of the city was right in front of him, and he’d stared at it so many times that he knew the lady wasn’t lying when she said she was taking him to the ocean. He’d always wanted to go there, but his father said a jellyfish might bite him, or he might swallow a mouthful of dirty, germy sand, or, worst of all, a tide current might pull him out to the sea and he would never, ever come back.

				The lady had asked him where he wanted to go more than anywhere in the world. She was so nice to him that he felt like it might be true when she said she loved him, even though he’d never seen her in his life until that morning. He was outside the house, in the backyard. It was the second day of the outside alone half hour, which his mother had decided he needed after she read a book about letting kids be free range, like the good-for-you kind of chicken. Michael didn’t know what to do outside—his mother had told him to go ahead and do whatever he wanted, but he was afraid to touch anything, because dirt on your hands could make worms grow in your stomach, and he knew he should never climb a tree, he could fall and break his neck—so he walked around in circles and waved back each time his mother waved at him. She could see him perfectly while she did the dishes. So she must have seen the lady, and it must have been okay for him to go with her, like the lady said. It’s a surprise! Like on your birthday, except better!

				He knew he wasn’t supposed to even talk to strangers, but the lady said she wasn’t a stranger. You’re my little buddy, the lady said, and she was crying, which made Michael feel bad for her. She was so skinny and sad, but in her car, she had lots of toys, just like she promised. She had toys he’d always wanted to play with, like robots with little parts that could break off and choke him, and bright red and blue and yellow cars that were probably made with lead paint. He was afraid to touch the toys at first, but then he decided that he wouldn’t choke or swallow lead paint unless the toy went in his mouth. And why would the toy go in his mouth, when it was so much more fun to move the robot arms and pretend the cars were zooming up and down his legs, like the lady’s car was zooming up the highway?

				He might have had trouble believing that his parents had agreed to let the lady take him somewhere if he hadn’t overheard them just last night, talking about how they had to change. It can’t be good for him to be trapped in the house all summer. Other children are out of school, going to camp, playing with their friends. The two of us are doing our best, but it’s not enough. He needs more people in his life.

				His mother was the one who’d talked the most, but his father had made noises that sounded like agreement. So this trip with the lady that his parents had planned must be like the time they replaced the entire heating system in the house, rather than trying to get the old one fixed. Sometimes you have to take extreme measures, his father had said, and then he’d explained that an extreme measure was necessary when the problem was so big, the only way to deal with it was to give up on what you’d done before and start over from square one.

				Being with this lady, sitting in a regular seat in the back of her car belted in with a regular seat belt, next to another seat covered with dangerous toys he’d taken out of a dangerous plastic bag, on the way to the ocean, was definitely an extreme measure. On some level Michael felt this, but most of him was just excited. The lady was happy now, too; her laughs sounded like Christmas bells. She had a really friendly smile and nice straight teeth, but when she pushed her hair back, he noticed a big scar on her wrist, and he wondered if it hurt sometimes, the way Mommy’s scar on her knee did whenever it rained.

				If they talked about anything important on the way to the Jersey Shore, Michael didn’t remember it. What he remembered—and would for the rest of his life—was that afternoon on the boat. It wasn’t a rowboat like in his dream; it was a big fishing boat with an upper deck and a lower deck and lots and lots of people. Michael was on the upper deck looking out at the wavy sea when a giant fish jumped straight out of the ocean and landed with a huge splash. It was a humpback whale, the fisherman announced, and everybody on the boat was pointing and talking when the whale jumped up again! It did it seven times, which Michael heard people say was amazing, because a lot of times these whale-watching boats went out for hours and didn’t see anything.

				It’s because we’re lucky, the lady said. She pointed at the whale’s tail, which seemed to be waving before it disappeared back into the water. It likes you.

				Michael closed his eyes tight, but when he opened them it was all still there: the bright blue sky and the soft pillow clouds and the endless ocean lapping at the sides of the boat. His hand was still tucked in the lady’s bony hand, and the boat hadn’t tipped over and the seagulls hadn’t pecked his eyes out and the big scary fish wasn’t really scary at all.

				“It likes me,” Michael whispered; then he grinned as big as he could, in case the whale was looking up at him through the water. In case the whale was like the lady, who’d promised when she appeared in his backyard that all she wanted was to be Michael’s friend, more than anything in the world.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				At some point that afternoon, it did occur to Michael that his parents had to be very worried, without even a phone call to tell them that he was okay. Of course he was right, though his assumption that his parents knew this lady would also turn out to be true. (Actually, only one of his parents knew her, and knew was hardly a strong enough word for the relationship they’d had, but as this was a long time ago, it was all the same to Michael who, like most five-year-olds, thought of his mommy and daddy as fixed in time, with barely any life before he was born, much less complicated lives before they got married.) Even his feeling that the lady loved him was true, though her love was a desperate, entirely unexpected response that he couldn’t possibly have made sense of. But that his parents must be worried about him, that he understood all too well, even if he didn’t understand why. It had never occurred to Michael to wonder if something had happened to his parents to make them so chronically afraid. Until that afternoon on the boat, he had no basis of comparison other than the parents of his classmates at school, during the short periods he went to school, but since those parents weren’t in the classroom nearly every day, sitting in a corner, watching, as his mother or sometimes his father was, there was no way to tell what they were like.

				Naturally, Michael had no idea that those other parents were often whispering about his mother and father, calling the Winters “ridiculously overprotective” and even “insane.” It made the other fathers and mothers feel better about themselves; for if they were a bit overprotective at times—or more truthfully, when they were overprotective—at least they were nowhere near as bad as David and Kyra Winter.

				The other parents never wondered why Michael’s parents were this way, and no one else did, either: not the teachers at the four schools Michael briefly attended, not even the woman who’d been cleaning the Winters’ house since Michael was three and a half. The teachers did try to reassure Kyra and David: they insisted the bigger boys weren’t bullies, just high-spirited; that it was normal to catch colds the first few weeks of the school year; that Michael would have friends, if only they’d give it time—however, the teachers saw no mystery in the Winters’ behavior. To be fair, they hardly had a chance to think about it, and not because they were busy with their students, but because they had so many worried parents who required constant reassurance. Yes, the Winters were more extreme, but they still seemed like a type the teachers knew all too well: helicopter parents.

				The cleaning woman who came every Friday thought the Winters were nice enough. They gave good tips; they kept the place tidy; they didn’t have any of the disgusting habits some of her other employers did. Hey, they’re a hell of a lot better than the guy who trims his beard in the kitchen sink. She did notice that the little boy was always there, that he seemed pale and lonely and kind of weird. Once she tried to give him a toy that her own kids had outgrown. It was a stuffed bear, “to sleep with,” she told him, because she thought it was sad that his little bed was as empty as a monk’s. He thanked her three times—always polite, that little boy, unlike her own kids—but he explained that he had allergies and so he couldn’t sleep with anything that might “harbor mold.” She might have known this if she’d washed Michael’s organic sheets the way she washed his parents’, but his mother always insisted on doing them herself. Must be because of the kid’s allergies, the woman thought, though she’d never seen the little boy sneeze or cough and part of her suspected these allergies were just something for the Winters to worry about. The cleaning woman had a theory that everybody needs worries. If rich people don’t have any, she figured, they have to make some up.

				Michael’s parents weren’t rich, but they were rich enough to have their house cleaned once a week. They were rich enough to allow Kyra to work at home. Indeed, both of them were home when Michael disappeared, as they told the police during their frantic call to report that he was gone. They’d called the police immediately, even though each of them felt sure they knew who’d taken him. Even though on some level, they’d always expected this.

				Of course their child had been taken away from them; how could it be any other way? He was the best thing in their lives. He was a miracle not only because he was smart and beautiful and a thousand other absolutely perfect things but also because his very existence meant that his parents had let themselves forget about the fear. He was born because, incredibly, after so many years of unrelenting doubt, David and Kyra had allowed themselves a brief period of hope.

				And now he was gone, and somewhere deep inside, they weren’t even surprised. Because no matter how many locks they’d installed, the idea that they would lose what they loved best was always lurking around the corner, threatening in whispered memories, as close as the next breath.

				If every marriage has three stories: the wife’s, the husband’s, and the story that is created when these two stories try to live side by side, in Michael’s parents’ case, their individual stories, as different as they were, had one common, overarching, tragic theme. They each came into the marriage with so many cracks inside themselves that it would have been nothing short of astonishing if having a child together had somehow sealed these cracks forever. Instead, sadly, all too predictably, their life together was shaped by their perpetual fear that something would happen; it had to, because they didn’t deserve this perfect child. They didn’t even deserve to be part of a family, because of what they’d done in the past. They never talked about this with anyone, not even with each other, but they thought about what they’d done in a startlingly similar way. Neither of them ever allowed themselves to use the beautiful word mistake.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				Amy and Kyra Callahan grew up in a town so small it didn’t even have a fast-food restaurant; still, the townspeople often forgot Kyra’s name. They’d call her Mira or Lila or Kim or even Lima (as if she were a bean!), while Amy was always just Amy. Adorable Amy, with the easy-to-remember name, was the pretty sister and the smart sister, while Kyra was striking only for her ordinariness. She had an unusual sense of humor, true, but few people came close enough to hear the under-her-breath jokes that Amy swore would make Kyra immensely popular one day. Amy tried to help, for she was also the nice sister, always thinking of others, always trying to include Kyra when she went anywhere with her ever-expanding circle of friends.

				In eighth grade, the effect of all this on Kyra was just what you would imagine. In fact, her resentment of Amy was the major theme whenever she went to confession. Bless me, father, for I have sinned. I wished my sister wouldn’t make the cheerleading squad. I wished my sister would get an F—or even a B—in Algebra. I wished my sister would have acne, and I wiped my face on her towel once or twice, trying to make her catch it from me.

				None of Kyra’s wishes came true, which most of her was glad about, because she did care about Amy. Their mother was gone; their stepmother disliked teenagers in general and Amy and Kyra in particular; and their father was a computer programmer with no real interest in raising children because he considered them mystifyingly irrational. Kyra and Amy had each other, period. If their relationship wasn’t perfect, or even close to perfect, it was all they had. Sometimes after their stepmother had gotten mad at them for one thing or other, Amy and Kyra would retreat to their room and turn up the one song they knew their stepmother hated: “We are family. I got all my sisters with me.”

				The grown-up Kyra sometimes wondered if she and Amy had really given their stepmother a chance. Yes, the woman seemed selfish and irritable and really, really uncool—her most damning flaw, from the teenage point of view—but she’d been placed in a very difficult position. She was a thirty-seven-year-old, shy, never-married billing clerk when she met their father and found herself taking care of two girls who’d been without a mother so long they saw no use for her. Indeed, by the time they were fourteen and thirteen, respectively, Amy and Kyra thought they were far more skilled at child care than their stepmother ever could be.

				They knew to use baking soda to get baby spit-up stains out of their clothes. They’d taught themselves how to diaper infant boys without getting peed on by using the old diaper as a shield. They could do a good job distracting screaming toddlers, winning the trust of suspicious seven-year-olds, and entertaining any child from babies to preteens little younger than themselves. They were the only two members of the Callahan Child Care Company. Amy had insisted on the name; she thought it would make their babysitting business sound professional. They even advertised on handwritten flyers stuffed in mailboxes. If people smiled at the girls’ pretensions, they still used their services because everybody knew that those Callahan girls (Amy and what’s-her-name) were good with kids.

				Not that the girls liked children especially, but they liked money and they needed money for their college fund. Amy had planned it out perfectly, and the amount they required was pretty staggering, even for the state school where they planned to go: University of Missouri, Kansas City, where their mother had spent three years studying botany before she got pregnant. Amy remembered their mother talking about UMKC, and how happy she was then. Kyra didn’t care where they went, as long as it was away from here.

				Of all the dreaming teenagers in their little town, few would make it out and even fewer would stay out. Years later, Kyra would admit that she probably would have been one of those failed dreamers herself, if it hadn’t been for her sister. Already a prodigious planner at fourteen, by seventeen, Amy had all the skills of a personal accountant. Everything they purchased went in the green ledger she’d bought from the office supply store: every T-shirt, every soda, even the twenty-five-cent gumballs Kyra liked to buy on her way home from the new McDonald’s, where she worked after school. The babysitting company had been abandoned as soon as the girls could make real money at real jobs. Amy worked, too, doing data entry at the aluminum plant that was the biggest employer in town. She was the only teenager they’d ever hired, since those jobs were normally saved for the adults who needed them. But no surprise, Amy had somehow managed to convince them, so there she was, sitting at a reception desk rather than standing on her feet, wearing her normal clothes rather than an ugly uniform, coming home without the smell of hamburgers in her hair. And she made three times more than Kyra did, but she put all her money in their joint account and wrote the amounts in the deposit column and shrugged off their stepmother’s question about why Amy insisted on sharing everything with her sister. Back in their room, Amy played the “We are family” song, though neither girl liked it anymore. “Just to bother her,” Amy said. “Because it’s none of her business.”

				Kyra’s response to this was to make a joke under her breath, a dumb joke most likely, as her comic abilities had taken a nosedive once she hit high school. By sixteen, when she still hadn’t been kissed by any of the boys Amy had tried to foist her off on, nothing seemed very funny to her. She wished she could ask someone what she was doing wrong, but the only person who wouldn’t laugh at the question was Amy, and Kyra already knew what her sister would say. “It’s just the guys in this town who can’t appreciate you. You’ll see when we get to college. It will all work out.”

				Obviously, Amy was as nice as ever, and Kyra, just as confused. Why was her sister sharing all her money? She’d never asked Amy to do that. In a way, it was insulting, as if Amy thought Kyra was too incompetent to make it on her own.

				Kyra still went to confession; only the sophistication of her laments had changed. There was one Catholic church in town, and all three priests there had heard some version of Kyra’s problems with her sister. But one of them, Father Tom, thought the girl needed something beyond more time on her knees reciting Hail Marys and Our Fathers. Father Tom was young, twenty-eight or twenty-nine; he’d majored in psychology and he recognized all the signs of sibling rivalry in Kyra, but he was also deeply spiritual. In fact, some of his beliefs were decidedly radical. His fellow priests might have been a bit shocked if they’d heard him interrupt Kyra in the middle of one of her tortured rants to ask if she’d considered the possibility that her sister was an angel.

				“Are you joking?” Kyra sputtered. “Angels aren’t real.”

				“Not in the ordinary sense, no,” Father Tom said quietly. “But there are people in our lives that act as angels for us. They guide us and serve to demonstrate what God’s love might look like.”

				“No way. I’ve seen her barf hot dogs out of her nose. She’s nothing like God. Her sneakers smell.”

				Father Tom sounded like he was holding back a laugh. “I’m not saying she’s physically an angel.” Though Kyra knew he was probably thinking Amy looked like an angel. People always said that about her. She had white-blond hair, blue-gray eyes, and a lithe, dancer’s body. But her expression was the main thing. What a beautiful smile she has. She always looks so perfectly happy!

				“She’s not an angel,” Kyra insisted. “She talks about wanting to have sex way too much to be an angel.”

				Kyra threw this in hoping to shock the priest, but it didn’t work. He asked her to just think about what he’d said. “You don’t have a mother,” he said, sounding more confident. “You may never have experienced truly unconditional love before. If your sister is offering this to you, you don’t want to refuse God’s gift.”

				As Kyra walked over to her evening shift at McDonald’s, her thoughts were as dark as the winter night. If Amy was God’s gift to her, what, then, was she? God’s burden on Amy? It just wasn’t fair.

				After a few days, she decided that she wasn’t sure about UMKC anymore. Maybe MU would be more fun. Columbia was a college town, after all. Maybe she wouldn’t even go to college but would instead join the navy or the air force.

				When she told Amy what she was thinking, her perfect sister finally got mad. It was the only big fight Kyra remembered them having—until the summer after her junior year in college, when everything went to hell.

				“After all this?” Amy said, or more precisely, shouted. She grabbed the green ledger from the top of her dresser and threw it on Kyra’s twin bed, missing Kyra’s elbow by only an inch or two.

				“It was your plan,” Kyra said. “Not mine.” She drew up her knees, wrapping her arms around them. She wasn’t an angel, but she was thin and flexible, too. In her case, the thin was called skinny. No boobs, no butt, nothing to set off her stick figure but her size 10½ feet and her too-pronounced chin. She had brown hair that she wore long and close to her face, hoping to hide that chin. Her smile, on the rare occasions that she smiled, was nothing like beatific. She couldn’t ever remember feeling perfectly happy.

				“So you were just pretending to go along?” Amy said, flopping down so fiercely on her own bed that the metal box springs rattled. “You were humoring me?”

				Amy looked shocked, and no wonder. Their father humored them. It was one of their first realizations, after their mother left when Amy was eight and Kyra was seven. They didn’t use that word, but they knew he was just pretending to listen. Pretending to care when they cried for Mommy, Mommy, Mommy.

				“I wasn’t humoring you,” Kyra said. “It’s just, I’ve never had this certainty that you do. About the future. And about . . . whether we have to go to the same school.”

				She looked away from Amy, but everything in their room condemned her. The money jar on the windowsill. The stack of UMKC brochures on Amy’s white dresser. The dresser itself, as they’d discussed whether they would take it with them when they went to college. Amy was planning to work full-time for a year and wait for Kyra to finish high school, so they could be freshmen together and live in their own apartment. It would be right up Rockhill Road, in the area where their mother’s college apartment had been. They’d seen the area only once, on a trip to Kansas City when they were so small Kyra was still in a booster seat. She didn’t remember the trip, but Amy had the address. She had all the papers their mother had left behind in a box under her bed.

				Amy was leaning back against the wall. She had her pillow grasped in her hands and she was twisting it hard—as if, her sister thought, it was a useful substitute for Kyra’s neck. Kyra was waiting for her to say something, anything, but the only sound was the ticking of the old-fashioned clock that they’d found at the thrift store. They’d intended to give it to their stepmother for Christmas, but then she’d yelled at Kyra for leaving a spoon in the sink, so they gave her the usual boring black socks instead.

				“Why do you care?” Kyra finally said. “You’ll have like a zillion friends and a boyfriend and teachers who’ll think you’re God’s gift.” Not to mention priests, Kyra thought. She paused for a moment and looked at her hands. They were getting raw, both from the very cold winter and from all the hand washing at stupid McDonald’s. She took a breath. “You don’t need me.”

				“I can’t go without you,” Amy said. “I just can’t.” All of the anger had left her voice. Was she choking up?

				“Yes, you can,” Kyra said. “You’ll do great. You don’t need—”

				Amy held her hand up. The tears were coming now, soft, Amy-style tears. No sign of the red, scrunched-up face that made Kyra herself so ugly when she cried. (She’d watched herself cry in the mirror, and actually cried more when she realized how hideous she looked.) But even so, Kyra felt sorry for her sister. Amy almost never cried.

				“Don’t you love me?” Amy’s voice was breaking. Her long lashes were glistening with tears. “How can you not love me, sis? I love you more than anybody in the world.”

				Kyra felt so horrible that she went to Amy and put her arms around her and said she didn’t mean any of it. She said she must have PMS, and hoped Amy wouldn’t remember that her period had just ended last week. “Of course I love you,” she insisted. “You are the biggest part of everything to me. I can’t even imagine the future without you in it.” Amy looked up, and Kyra nodded. “God, Amy, everyone loves you. You are the kindest, smartest, person in—”

				“I’m not that great,” Amy said. “I’m just trying really, really hard. And all those people don’t love me. They don’t even know me.” Her tears were wetting Kyra’s shoulder; her snot was dripping onto Kyra’s purple shirt. She cried silently for a while. Kyra could feel her sister’s chest shaking when she added, “Only you really know me.”

				Kyra wondered what Amy meant, what Kyra knew about her sister that other people didn’t. It surely wasn’t the mundane details of the body: the barfed hot dog, the occasional stinky feet, the mole on Amy’s forearm that she had to keep shaving or face a long, curly hair growing out from its center that they both agreed was unfair and a little disgusting. It couldn’t be their stepmother’s random criticisms and punishments. She was hardly Cruella De Vil, and though Amy and Kyra complained about her constantly, part of Kyra knew she wasn’t that bad.

				Their father’s indifference was more important, but Amy had told a few boyfriends about that. It wasn’t exactly a secret anyway. Every teacher had remarked on their father’s absence at the girls’ school functions and parent conferences. Even the priests could tell their father was not a true parent to the daughters in the pew next to him every Sunday at Mass.

				What did Kyra know about Amy that no one else did? She snored. Big deal. She had to work very hard sometimes to get her perfect grades. Harder than Kyra herself, actually, but this was a recent development. Kyra had chalked it up to Amy working so much at the aluminum factory. She hadn’t let herself consider that she might be better than Amy at something.

				Amy was crying harder when she stammered out the word Mommy. It wasn’t strange; even seventeen-year-old Amy still called for their mother on the rare occasions when she cried. But it reminded Kyra of what she should have known immediately, why Amy thought Kyra knew her better than any of her friends. And why, in fact, she did.

				When their mother left, it was a Thursday in July and so hot and humid the gnats stuck to their eyelashes. She said she was going to Overland Park, a suburb of Kansas City where their grandmother lived. Grandma was dying, and she had to go to take care of her.

				Their father was at work. She was standing on the curb, holding a liquor store box, pressing its weight against her chest. She’d packed up nearly everything she owned: her clothes and her books and dozens of framed pictures of the girls. The rest of the boxes filled the back of her old Plymouth. In the passenger seat, she’d wrapped a blanket around two limp plants.

				Amy had run after her, grabbed her arm, felt it slip in her sweaty hand. “Wait,” she panted. “Take me with you.”

				“Granny is sick, kiddo. I don’t think you want—”

				“I can help!” Amy said. “I won’t do anything wrong!”

				Though Kyra barely remembered this, the child Amy was nothing like Amy now. The child Amy was always getting into trouble. Knocking over her milk glass. Melting crayons in the radiator. Breaking their mother’s favorite blue bowl. Almost setting the house on fire trying to light a candle for a Barbie tea party.

				It was all innocent enough, and it certainly had nothing to do with why their mother didn’t come back. Though it was true that their grandmother was dying, it was also true that their mother and father had already filed for divorce. Irreconcilable differences. Full custody awarded to the father but only because the mother did not request custody or even visitation. She did request that she not be required to pay child support, but since she had no steady source of income, the father saw no point in fighting her on that.

				Their mother said nothing about the divorce. Instead, she told Amy that if she was a good girl, Mommy would come back for her. It was either an incredibly cruel thing to say or at least very immature. Possibly both.

				“Until I come back, though, I want you to stay with your sister.” She pointed at the walkway, where Kyra was standing. Kyra was afraid of death. She didn’t like to think of Grandma dying. She couldn’t imagine wanting to go with Mommy like Amy did. “You two take care of each other,” their mother said, as she put the last box in the car. The closing of the trunk smacked the air and Kyra jumped.

				Amy had to be pried off their mother and deposited next to Kyra. Their mother instructed Kyra to “hold your sister’s hand.” Kyra tried, but Amy managed to shake loose and she followed the Plymouth down the block, running as fast as her short legs would carry her. When their mother gunned the engine at the corner, Amy lost sight of the car and wailed her way back.

				Their mother really did go to Grandma’s, but when Grandma died, she traveled to all kinds of places, none of them even close to their small town. She sent postcards to Amy and Kyra; she wrote things like, “You should see the Pacific. It’s FANTASTIC.” “The Liberty Bell isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Ha, ha.” She never once asked how her daughters were. Kyra didn’t care that much, since they obviously couldn’t have answered her anyway. None of the postcards had a return address.

				They never talked about their mother, not really. Up until Kyra was eleven or so, Amy would occasionally say, “We should save this for Mommy” when they found some treasure in the woods: a shiny rock, a perfect daisy, a snail or a butterfly. It ended one afternoon after Kyra yelled, “She’s never coming back!” and smashed something to the ground, she no longer remembered what. But inside Amy’s heart, it had not ended. This was what Kyra knew that no one else did.

				As Kyra held her crying sister in her arms, she felt sad, but stronger, too. Her sister obviously needed her. When Amy had calmed down, Kyra thought how surprising it was that her sister seemed so perfect on the outside, yet on the inside she was as troubled as anyone, maybe even more troubled than most.

				That thinking of Amy this way seemed oddly cheering to Kyra is probably forgivable. She was only a teenager. To the grown-up Kyra, that day would always be memorable not because she’d discovered that Amy had problems, but because she’d been there for her sister. She’d held her sister while she wept. And she’d told her sister the truth, though she didn’t know how true it was then—she couldn’t imagine the future without Amy in it.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				FOUR

				Sandra had put one of the senior nursing assistants in charge and left work only minutes after her son called with the news about Michael. Now she was in the car, stuck in traffic on 95, on the way to her former daughter-in-law’s house. She had time to think, but rather than think about what had happened, she found herself thinking about David, what he was like as a boy. What he was like before Courtney.

				He’d always treated women well; in fact, he was the kind of boy who respected women more than men—at least more than the old-style, hide-your-feelings-type men he associated with his father. From the time he’d started dating at sixteen years old, he’d demonstrated an enormous amount of compassion: for the girls who cut themselves because their daddies didn’t love them, for the girls who refused to eat because they were desperate to be prettier, even for the girls whose mood swings included screaming at him for not doing something they were too unstable to know they wanted, much less ask for. Sandra watched as he took in these crazy girls the same way he took in stray kittens when he was little. Naturally, Sandra did not call David’s girlfriends crazy in her son’s presence. If anything, she talked herself out of her worries by finding the good in each of her son’s choices: Isabelle, the cutter, had such a lovely voice; Miranda, the anorexic, was very smart; Jill, the queen of mood swings, was trying so hard to be normal, you just had to admire her for that.

				As David went through high school and college, Sandra wished he would meet a woman who would be easier for him, someone who could take care of him for a change. She also wished he would break up with the ones who weren’t easy. Instead, they left him when they tired of his steady reasonableness, his cheerful good nature, his inability to put an end to their fear of being rejected by giving them the criticisms they were always waiting for. He let them break his heart because he found the alternative unbearable.

				“You are Prince Charming,” Sandra said, to cheer him up, but also because, in truth, he really was back then. He was sensitive, kind, tall, good-looking, and intelligent—so much better in every way, Sandra thought, than herself or her ex-husband. Admittedly, Sandra had a few issues of her own in the self-esteem department. Though she rarely let herself think about it, deep down, she knew that David’s unusual ability to take care of screwed-up women was, shall we say, at least partially homegrown.

				Courtney was the one who stayed long enough for him to marry. It was her idea, to get married right out of college, but David was excited, too. He loved Courtney, and he really loved the idea of having a proper family. He dreamed of having two or three children who would be sheltered by a picket fence and happy parents. No apartment for his kids. No divorced father who could barely be bothered to visit and refused to attend his own son’s wedding because “weddings are meaningless.”

				Sandra remembered the first time she was afraid for her son. It was after the wedding, at the reception, when she went outside to sneak a smoke. Courtney was out there, too, talking to one of the guys from the caterers. The guy was decent-looking, but what was Courtney doing laughing and chatting out here? Was it possible that she was flirting with another guy on her wedding day? Sandra stomped out her cigarette and threw the butt in the trash. When she went back in, she saw David dancing with Courtney’s ancient grandmother. He was smiling and guiding her safely around the floor in the gentlest, most unobtrusive way possible. When he glanced at Sandra, she smiled and gave him a thumbs-up.

				They didn’t have a honeymoon because David had to settle into New Haven. Graduate school was starting in less than a week. He’d gotten a fellowship to study history; he was planning to get a PhD and become a professor. He was extremely dedicated to his work, while Courtney was . . . not. She was planning to use the next few months discovering what she wanted to do with her life. As if the expensive college paid for by her parents hadn’t already given her four years to do this “discovering.” David, on the other hand, was a scholarship student. He’d gone to college entirely on his own merits because his father wouldn’t pay and Sandra had never made enough to save for college. She’d been lucky to support herself and David on her salary as a geriatric nurse.

				Courtney’s discovery process ended only six weeks later, when she turned up pregnant. David admitted that she’d told him she was using the pill. “So she lied to you, honey?” Sandra whispered into the phone, though she instantly regretted saying this. Courtney was not about to get an abortion. David was not about to divorce her. What was done was done. Why add trouble to what was already going to be big trouble for her boy?

				“I think she just made a mistake,” David said. “You know she’s not that great at remembering details.”

				Courtney fancied herself a creative person, and really, she did have some ability as a writer. At least Sandra liked her poems well enough. One of them was read at the wedding, and it had a lot of comparisons: marriage is like two vines growing together, marriage is like the passenger seat joining with the driver’s seat of a car, marriage is like the financial merger of the moon with the sun. Some of it didn’t make sense to Sandra, but she figured it was her own fault. She’d finished her BS in nursing, but she’d never taken poetry. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d read a poem that wasn’t a haiku written on the side of a bus.

				“Child care is full of details,” Sandra said to her son, tapping a pencil against her old kitchen table. “You have to remember to change their diapers, feed them, take them in for their vaccinations.”

				“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” David said, in that tone that made it obvious he didn’t want to hear any more. He would never let Sandra criticize any of his girlfriends, and certainly not his wife. Though it sometimes frustrated her, Sandra admired this about him. She also liked that it went both ways. No one was allowed to criticize his mother, either.

				But Courtney wasn’t fine, unfortunately. She got very sick in her first trimester, a relatively uncommon condition known as hyperemesis gravidarum. Sandra had seen women with hyperemesis: basically, they couldn’t stop throwing up, and it often meant going to the hospital for IV fluids. Now when David called his mother, he often sounded exhausted from taking Courtney to the hospital late at night and waking up at seven for his classes the next morning. He was taking three difficult seminars and he’d signed on to be a teaching assistant, to supplement his fellowship. He was also tutoring undergraduates. Whatever he could do to bring in the money they’d need when the baby came.

				David was always extremely responsible. It was another difference between them. Courtney thought the world owed her an easy time of things. She railed against everything during her sickness: against their apartment, against their new town, even against David for getting her pregnant (no, the irony didn’t stop her).

				Sandra went to visit them as often as she could. She wanted to help, even though it meant driving five hours to New Haven and sleeping on their uncomfortable IKEA couch. They had only one bedroom, but she told Courtney that if she moved her writing desk out of the bedroom and into the living room, there would be space for a little nursery. “You can put a crib right here,” Sandra said, standing between the two windows. “And a changing table under one window, and a little chest for the baby’s things under the other.”

				“And just how am I supposed to write in there?” Courtney said. She’d already thrown up a dozen or more times that day. Sandra was trying to remember to feel sorry for her.

				The truth was that she most likely wouldn’t be writing, at least not for the rest of her pregnancy and the first few months of child care. But Sandra said, “As long as the TV isn’t on, what’s the difference? Neither one of you ever turns it on, do you?”

				When Courtney frowned, Sandra thought she looked a little like that other Courtney, the one who was on the new TV show Friends. Like the TV girl, her daughter-in-law had an oval face, bright blue eyes, great skin, and near perfect features, but she also had thick red hair, which Sandra thought made her even prettier than the other Courtney. Sandra might have mentioned the resemblance if she wasn’t sure her daughter-in-law had never watched that show. She knew they never turned on the TV, because she kept wishing they would. It might be something she and Courtney could do together. David was in his carrel at the library, working on a paper that was due on Monday.

				“Writing requires inspiration,” Courtney said. “You can’t just do it anywhere like other jobs.”

				Sandra gave up, but four or five visits later (she lost count, she was up there so often), she found the desk had been moved into the living room. That weekend, she took Courtney to Toys “R” Us to help her pick out a crib. They also got a changing table with pullout wire shelves, because it was on sale. David was working again, tutoring a rich boy whose father paid him a hundred dollars an hour to help his kid write papers for history and English. Courtney complained about being alone so much, but really, David had no choice in the matter.

				Sandra hoped all her visits would help Courtney feel less lonely. She and her daughter-in-law were definitely getting closer; at least Courtney seemed to be opening up more. It was a few visits later; they were sitting at a vegetarian restaurant, when out of the blue, Courtney said, “Did you ever feel like you didn’t want your baby?”

				Sandra was tired; she wished she could have a good steak. David was off running a review session for the class he was a TA for: “American History after World War II.” He was excited because they were covering the sixties, one of his favorite decades, historically speaking. Sandra was a teenager in the sixties, but she didn’t find that time exciting. If anything, she thought of it as one death after another: from JFK to Martin and Bobby. She’d kept a scrapbook of newspaper clippings about the assassinations and the riots and the war and the kids who were killed at Kent State. Her mother used to call her morbid, but her son thought she’d been a budding historian herself. Maybe so, but she’d never considered being anything but a nurse. She chose geriatric nursing because she loved taking care of old people. Even when she was very young, just getting started, she saw no real difference between the oldest patients—the ones stuck in wheelchairs, the ones who couldn’t leave their beds—and herself. They were all just human beings with dreams and desires and pains and embarrassments. Plus, she didn’t mind the bedpans and “old smells” that turned off many nursing students. Sure, it wasn’t always pleasant, but it was a good day’s work. It made her feel needed, which Sandra thought she couldn’t live without. For her, it was the same feeling she had taking care of her baby.

				But had she ever felt like she didn’t want her son? Courtney’s question unnerved her. The girl was six and a half months pregnant; it was far too late to get an abortion. Why was she asking this, when Sandra had just spent the day cheering her up? She’d taken Courtney for a manicure and a haircut, and helped her pick out three new maternity dresses. She was still too thin, still vomiting too often to really gain much, but the baby bulge had grown to the point that her jeans wouldn’t fit even if she left them unzipped. Now, wearing her green-flowered dress, with that red hair neatly falling at her shoulders, she looked even prettier than usual. But she was frowning and her eyes looked so sad.

				“I don’t know,” Sandra tried. “I wanted to get pregnant, so it was different for me. I’d also been married for a few years.” What she didn’t say was that she’d wanted a baby because her husband was a salesman and never home. It was a stupid solution, when you got right down to it, but she was still young enough to think that all her marriage needed was a baby for her to play with. Then she wouldn’t be so desperate to see her husband that she was turning him off with her pleas and tears.

				Courtney stood up and rushed in the direction of the bathroom. She’d only had a few sips of water and one bite of her quiche. Sandra thought about following her, holding her hair, but she was worried the waiter would think they’d left. And Courtney didn’t really want that from Sandra. She didn’t like to be mothered; she’d made it clear that she associated mothering with being controlled. Courtney’s own mother had bossed her around at the wedding. That was all Sandra knew about the woman, but it probably explained Courtney’s attitude.

				Sandra spent five minutes or more looking around the restaurant. It was one of those places with stuff on every wall. Next to her was a dented oil can from the forties, and a large glass box with a dusty hat and chipped cane that looked like they were from another century. The place was packed with people. Her daughter-in-law had told her it was considered hip—or did she say cool? Whatever they called it now.

				“Sometimes I hate this baby,” Courtney said, slumping back into her side of the booth. Her face was pale. Her hands were trembling.

				“I think that’s normal with your condition,” Sandra said. She’d looked it up, and it was, actually. “Once the baby is born, you’ll feel—”

				“Like I’m trapped with a screaming baby, in a town where I know no one, with a husband who doesn’t care.”

				“David cares about you,” she said, maybe a bit too firmly. She wanted Courtney to feel she could talk to her, but there were limits. And David had been killing himself to provide for her and the baby. He also told her she was beautiful all the time; he brought her flowers he’d picked by the side of the road; he cooked dinner whenever he was home. What more could she want?

				When Courtney grew silent, Sandra said, “I know you’re in a tough spot right now. What can I do to help?”

				Courtney was twirling her straw in her water. She looked up and laughed, but it was a little bitter. “Let me go back in time to seven months ago?”

				“I wish I could,” Sandra said. Truer words had never been spoken. She would have given pretty much anything to get these kids out of this situation. Maybe David was ready to be a father—Sandra wasn’t sure about that—but Courtney was so obviously not ready to be a mother. She worried about her son, but she’d also started to worry about the baby, her grandchild. It kept surprising Sandra: she was only forty-six and about to be a grandmother.

				A song came on that Courtney liked and she cheered up, or at least, she changed the subject to something cheerier: David was taking her out to some fancy restaurant next week, for the anniversary of their first date. One of her new maternity dresses had been chosen specifically for the occasion. She also talked about something she was writing, a story about a woman who gives her uterus to a gay man, so that he can have a child. Sandra thought she meant the woman agreed to give birth to a child for the gay man, but no. “She hands the uterus to him,” Courtney said. “Just like handing over a loaf of bread.”

				“But what does he do with it?”

				“He puts it inside of himself, so he can get pregnant.” Courtney’s voice sounded a little annoyed, as if she were thinking: what else would he do with it?

				Sandra was stuck on the basic facts of anatomy. There was no place inside a man where a uterus could go. And what would it be attached to? But all she said was “That’s different,” and Courtney took it as a compliment. She always wanted to be original. In fact, she gave up on this story a few months later, when, as she told Sandra, she discovered that someone had beaten her to it and written an entire novel about a woman who loses a uterus. “That one is lost, and mine is given away, but it’s close enough,” Courtney said, sighing. “It’s like somebody else always gets my ideas first.”

				When they left the restaurant, Courtney was still in a good mood. Sandra drove carefully, hoping to avoid any bumps that might make her daughter-in-law nauseous. They got back to the apartment and David was there and happy to go on and on about how beautiful Courtney looked, from hair to eyes, from face to dress. He even mentioned her shoes, which, as Courtney pointed out, were the same brown Mary Janes she’d been wearing for months. David laughed and kissed Courtney’s hand. “Well,” he said, “apparently I’ve always loved those shoes.”

				The couple ended up on the couch together: Courtney resting her head on Sandra’s bed pillow, David slouching on the other end, rubbing her feet. Sandra was sitting on a hard kitchen chair that she’d pulled into the living room. But she was feeling pretty good, seeing her son and his wife relaxing together and, best of all, watching TV. It was Courtney’s idea to turn it on, and even though they didn’t have cable, they got Murphy Brown, which was one of Sandra’s weekly shows.

				Over time, the visits to David and Courtney would become one big clump—Sandra couldn’t remember if something happened in the winter or the spring, the sixth visit or the ninth, the flat-tire drive or the ice-storm drive, a weekend she called a “short vacation” or a midweek trip using her personal days—but she was positive that there were a lot of moments like this when everything seemed good. And when she added up all these positive times, she rested easier, convinced that her son’s new family would be all right.

				Later, she couldn’t believe that she’d let herself forget what she’d learned in her marriage: it’s not the happy parts that will tell you what will happen next. No matter how much you want them to, the happy parts—as long as they’re only parts, and easy to recognize precisely because they’re not the normal state of things—can only give you heartache. Even the good memories they provide aren’t really good, because every one just reminds you of what you were too dumb to see at the time.

				Sandra refused to believe that it was David’s fault, what Courtney did. But she had no problem blaming herself for not figuring out what was going to happen and stepping in to stop it. Courtney was a twenty-three-year-old kid. Her parents were always too busy to visit. So the only adult around was Sandra, and her failure to save her son’s first family would always be like a weight she carried on her back. And it literally aged her. She got arthritis by fifty, her hair turned gray, and her energy level dipped, never to come back.

				Fifteen years later, she still hadn’t cut back her schedule as a geriatric nurse, though she felt older than some of her patients, and much older that her sixty-one years. Luckily, her eyes were fine and she had no problem negotiating the traffic as she made her way to the quaint little suburb where Courtney lived. She knew David was wrong to suspect Courtney of taking his son—because she knew Courtney. It was the only secret she’d kept from David, who had changed so much over the years, sometimes she barely recognized the boy he’d been in the man he’d become.

				Sandra didn’t plan to deceive him, but someone had to take care of Courtney when she got out of the hospital. Her parents had essentially disowned her: what she’d done was a stain on their ordered life with their fancy friends. So Sandra found her an apartment in Philadelphia, nursed her back to something like sanity, and even helped her find a job as a technical writer. She saw her less often in the last few years, but they still kept in touch. Courtney never stopped being grateful for what Sandra had done, and for her forgiveness.

				The row house where she lived had a heavy iron door knocker. Sandra picked it up and dropped it twice before she accepted that Courtney wasn’t home. It was a nice day, cooler after yesterday’s rain, so she decided to wait on the porch swing. It was only two o’clock. Courtney usually got off early on Tuesday, but maybe she’d had to run some errands. She’d never remarried; she had no roommates. She lived alone, in a life not that different from Sandra’s.

				A breeze blew up and the wind chimes on the porch were singing. Courtney had planted a little garden in the front yard: pink dahlias surrounding a white hibiscus, with yellow roses on the vine that climbed on the porch rail. It was a peaceful place to wait, but Sandra’s hands were throbbing from her arthritis, which was always worse when she was nervous. Her stomach hurt, too; she wished she hadn’t eaten lunch, though of course at lunchtime, she hadn’t known what had happened yet.

				She closed her eyes and thought of her grandson, Michael. He barely knew her, because David wouldn’t let Sandra take the boy anywhere unless he was also with them. Sometimes she got confused, trying to remember what Michael was like when he was little. She’d stare at a picture of him, but in her mind, she’d see the other baby, the one she knew so well that she could quiet him with just a coo and a touch.

				She had so many regrets. What if she’d told Courtney the truth that day in the restaurant? Sometimes you won’t understand your child. Maybe you’ll wish—just for a moment—that you’d never had them. But that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t die for them in a second. They become everything to you; of course that hurts sometimes. And even when they leave, they’re always there, inside your mind, imprinted on your body: the arms that held them, the voice that sang to them, the eyes that cried for all their heartbreaks, from skinned knees to lost loves. So sure, I guess it’s a hard truth, when you get right down to it. There is no you anymore without them.
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“Few contemporary novelists come close to understanding
families in trouble with the insight and compassion of Lisa Tucker.”

—PAT CONROY, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
AUTHOR OF SOUTH OF BROAD AND BEACH MUSIC

“In The Winters in Bloom the ties that bind are expertly knotted.
With many twists, secrets, and unexpected turns, Lisa Tucker proves that
sometimes these ties are wholly unbreakable. They can survive time,
loss, longing—even our greatest fears—and they endure because love endures.”

—JULIANNA BAGGOTT, AUTHOR OF GIRL TALK

“Lisa Tucker weaves together multiple perspectives to give us a novel rife
with human entanglements of every variety. . . . Most moving is the story of
Kyra and David as they face the struggles every parent will recognize: how to
take care of someone in a world as dangerous as it is beautiful;
how to choose—daily, deliberately—joy over fear.”

—MARISA DE LOS SANTOS, NEW YORK TIMES
BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF BELONG TO ME

“Brilliant, tender, and riveting. Reading The Winters in Bloom is like
falling into some beguiling dream, one you don’t want to wake from. Lisa Tucker
has not described a world; she has created one unlike any you've ever seen.
She has breathed life into her characters, and they will breathe life into you.”

—JOHN DUFRESNE, AUTHOR OF REQUIEM, MASS.
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Every marriage has three stories:
the husband’s, the wife’s—
and the one they create together.

Kyra and David Winter are happier than they
ever expected to be. They have a comfortable
home, stable careers, and a young son, Michael,
whom they adore. Though everyone who knows
the Winters considers them extremely overpro-
tective parents, both Kyra and David believe
they have good reasons for fearing that some-
thing will happen to their little boy. And then, on
a perfectly average summer day, it does, when
Michael disappears from his own backyard. The
only question is whose past has finally caught
up with them: David feels sure that Michael
was taken by his troubled ex-wife, while Kyra
believes the kidnapper must be someone from
her estranged family, someone she betrayed
years ago.

As the Winters embark on a journey of time
and memory to find Michael, they will be forced
to admit these suspicions, revealing secrets
about themselves they've always kept hidden.
But they will also have a chance to discover
that it's not too late to have the family they've
dreamed of; that even if the world i full of risks,
aslong as they have hope, the future can bloom.

Lyrical, wise, and witty, The Winters in Bloom
is an enchanting, life-affirming story that will
surprise readers and leave them full of wonder
at the stubborn strength of the human heart.

LISA TUCKER is the bestselling author of
The Promised World, The Cure for Modern Life,
Once Upon a Day, Shout Down the Moon, and
The Song Reader. She lives in Pennsylvania with
her family.
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“A page-turner you will not want to miss.” —PAT CONROY
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