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For those who seek conversation while meandering through the woods under the canopies of any forest, or when sitting in stillness beneath the limbs of any single tree
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1998





Prologue


For the past thirty-five years, I’ve sat mornings here at this old wooden kitchen table. I run my hands over its dings and stains while gazing through the glass doors to the back porch where the life of each Dowling has opened. The yard’s depth pulls me to it, whether during a sobering rain or a joyful sun, unconfined with no property line. If I sit quietly in my favorite chair, a yard-sale find from over thirty years ago that rounds one end of the rectangular porch, I can hear conversations blossoming as I recall the stories we’ve shared over the years. On the other end of the porch, facing me, is the squeaky glider with well-worn indented cushions that fills quickly with the squiggly young bodies of four girls. Not one could ever have it to herself. Each fought for space, but in the end, they snuggled in there tight while swinging into a comfortable rhythm together. Dowling history unfolded there, where we breathed air into our family’s lungs and learned a thing or two about ourselves along the way.


This is my story of family and home, of sharing memories as a mother to Debra, Rose, Linney, and Charlotte, and as a wife to Joe. If it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t be sitting here looking out at a backyard defined by a wooden fence, yet undefined by where life would take us. Every spring, Joe and I would pack each corner and curved space with lilacs and hydrangea, dogwoods and boxwoods. We worked the earth on hands and knees in the flower beds, then filled empty dirt spaces with lavender and roses and anything else fragrant I could think of to adorn our surroundings with colorful finery. We created open invitations to butterflies and bees and finches and hummingbirds to feast on the blooms, and I listened to the girls’ unceasing laughter as they chased chipmunks and squirrels and butterflies. Throughout the summer days, Joe wrapped me in smiles while he tinkered in the garage with a saw and hammer. He sifted through an old Folgers coffee can of nails and a wheelbarrow full of scrap wood to create a clever reinforcement for the sagging fence or to strengthen a weakened picnic table leg while listening to Lou Boudreau call the Chicago Cubs games on WGN radio. Joe had his space and so did I, and I think the girls did, too. Though separate in worlds that made us content, we shared a home that made us content together.


I remember when Joe and I first moved into this house, and I was pregnant with Debra. Joe didn’t waste any time planting a tree, as if he felt it an obligation, soon after we settled, and the last piece of furniture was in place. He explained his thinking while we were seated on the glider one spring morning, looking out onto our sparsely landscaped yard: “Ya know, Margaret, we need to plant a tree,” he said, slapping a hand on my knee as if he had the answer in final Jeopardy.


“Just a tree?” I sighed. I hoped my expectations of decorating a yard in colorful flowers and plump shrubs weren’t dashed.


“Margaret, they’re not ‘just’ trees.” Joe’s caterpillar brows sprung as he turned to me, adjusting his Cubs baseball cap on a bushy head of chocolate brown hair. “Did you know that they’re connected? Nutrients flow up from the roots and back down, communicating from one tree to another through their systems in the ground. And the one we will plant will not be an exception. It will be strong and stable and stand firm, and its branches will be flexible and bend without breaking.” Joe gave our nearly empty back lot a hard stare, as if envisioning our new tree in its fullness. “Think of it as a safe place to be; a place to feel belonging, to learn from; a place to nurture us as it grows, like we will do with our family.” His eyes grew tight in concentration. “And I think I have just the right tree in mind.”


The next morning, when I went to grab the morning newspaper from the front stoop, Joe was easing the station wagon out from the garage. “See ya in a bit. I won’t be long,” he yelled, waving an extended arm through an open window. I couldn’t be certain where he was headed, but I had a pretty good idea after yesterday’s chat. And sure enough, while I was at the kitchen sink rinsing breakfast dishes, I looked out the window to see Joe dragging a burlap-wrapped root ball, young branches bouncing all over and hitting him in the head. I scurried to the other side of the counter with the dish towel still in hand, past the kitchen table and through the sliding doors to the backyard, to Joe and to our new tree. He ambled in circles, making soft imprints with his work boots in the grass, then looked up to find the sun hazy in the southwest sky. He wanted to pick the most open spot in the yard, where the rains collect in a bowl. “It’ll have room here to grow, and we’ll be comfortable sitting under it. Like home,” he said.


I stepped aside to give Joe space to work as he stuck the young, wispy willow into the big hole in the ground and filled it with dirt. He patted the root ball in place, first with his hands, like a squirrel tapping the earth to bury an acorn, then with his foot, flattening the loose ground with a stomp or two. He then rubbed his hands together as if to free himself of the task, to let go, to say, My job here is done— now grow and be free. I think Joe felt that he had given us a place to belong because he got us a house and filled it with nice things inside and out. Joe is a lot like that tree, providing us a place to grow.


We threaded our arms through each other while staring at our new willow and grinning in satisfaction. I think it was happy, too, with its skinny leaves jiggling in the breeze as if in laughter. Joe gave my baby bump a tender pat. “Don’t worry, Margaret,” he said, pulling me closer. “There’s still plenty of space to plant all those flowers you love so much.”


My wish is that I have given the girls the wisdom of the willow to guide them in finding their places.
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“Life is but a day,


A fragile dew-drop on its perilous way


From a tree’s summit.”


—JOHN KEATS
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OCTOBER
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Ma stayed in the red brick Colonial because home was everything to her. Her place was in that house—and she felt it—deep in the marrow of her bones, where connections threaded through her body like veins to the heart. And one Sunday, she was ready to lie in a pillow of peace and walk with Jesus.


I was on my way, on a fifteen-minute drive to the only home I ever knew. I lived the nearest and was the youngest, so by default I was Ma’s primary caregiver, my sisters reasoned. There was no arguing with that. To do so would be a confrontation, and that would make me nervous. And my sister Linney, the organic titanic, would plop a handful of crystals into the palm of my hand to bring forth calmness and deep breathing from within me, as if calling attention to a deficit she felt I had.


It was my favorite time of year, when Mother Nature can fool us, offering late summer heat and sun despite the early fall calendar noting otherwise. My Beetle windows were open to the last vestiges of late October, a montage of maple and oak leaves in burnt orange, crimson, and green apple, with autumn’s spicy scent hitching a ride. I’ve never lived far from here, and I’ve never wanted to. My home gave me what I needed—an open landscape, beaches, access to city life, and seasons that are as pronounced as temperatures during a Chicago winter. My familiar surroundings gave me security.


As I neared the house, it appeared dwarfed now among the newer, larger homes around it, but it had loomed large to me as a child. My parents gave us a foundation here to take root and to connect, nestling into the curve of a cul-de-sac, one of many in the middle class of the tree-lined streets of Wilmette, a North Shore suburb of Chicago.


I turned on Birchwood Court, as I had done countless times before, more frequently during this past summer. Pulling into the driveway, my tires dropped into gaps in the cement, then rolled over chunks of uneven concrete before I came to a stop. Life had shifted here, for all of us. The once white siding on the top floor was now dull and gray, and the black paint on the shutters was chipped. Landscaped beds, once packed with pink and blue hydrangeas, red roses, and deep lavender, were now faded and folded into the earth from which they grew. But the house’s redbrick foundation appeared to be holding on, maybe because of Dad’s great care of its bones over the years in obligation to its integrity. When I would return for a visit, I’d automatically soften into its folds, becoming a piece of the Dowling fabric once again.


The outside had become a worn blanket with holes and frayed edges, as if with the passing of years; an essence of what home truly meant had been weakened where it was no longer how I remembered it. I couldn’t see home clearly.


I opened the creaky front door and stood still in the foyer, blending into the silence, my body cutting the weight of thick air. The grandfather clock’s ticking echoed, and the oak floors still popped, especially in one spot when heading upstairs, setting off an alarm when my sisters tried to sneak in and up to their rooms after coming home later than they were supposed to. I would hear Rose first. “I heard you last night,” I’d whisper to her the next morning from across the kitchen table. She would flip her straight kohlblack hair away from her high-cheek-boned face to show a slight upward curve of her mouth, her hazel eyes peeking from underneath a curtain of bangs. I would never say anything to Deb because, as the oldest, she knew best, better than I, anyway. Oftentimes she was Ma’s spokesperson, an instant messenger when we needed direction. “Go wash up for dinner and make yourselves presentable. Dinner is ready,” she’d tell us with a cutting wave of her hand. Otherwise, I’d head to the dinner table as is, unkempt with dirty hands from working the Schafers’ jungle gym next door, a sure disappointment to Ma and Dad.


Threading down the hallway, I skimmed past our lives hanging framed in photos, to the rear of the house where Dad was sitting slumped at the kitchen table, though not in his usual seat. He was where I used to sit, staring out through the glass doors to the backyard as if in defeat. Jingle, our golden retriever, newest Dowling, and angel, lay under the table undisturbed at his feet, offering comfort. My parents rescued him when they needed rescuing from their empty nests, after my sisters and I had left home to pursue our best selves. I stood in the doorway to see Dad’s longing eyes move to his wife’s gilded-framed picture on the sideboard, taken well before I came along. I wondered what Dad was thinking. Was he trying to recall all his memories with her so he wouldn’t miss her more than he already was?


“Hey, Dad. I’m here,” I said, sidling up to him at the table. “How are you doing?” I squeezed his rounded shoulders. “You okay?” His shirt and khaki pants looked as worn out as he did. His face was void of the bright eyes and lively engagement he had before Ma died.


“Fine, fine, dear,” he said with a quivery smile.


We sat together, our elbows touching, staring out at the yard, under the spell of the willow branches pushed by easterly winds. Our eyes followed shriveled dead leaves, rambling along a thinned lawn and leftover from a fall landscape cleanup. I didn’t know what to say. Maybe just being together was enough?


I thought of how we would no longer “carry on,” as Dad used to say at a filled Dowling table at the end of meals, yet my sisters continued to deliberate about the dilemmas they faced in school. From Linney thinking about joining the pep squad in junior high, or Deb debating whether to go out for the debate team, or Rose considering trying for the part of Maria in West Side Story, Dad would hear us out, his head turning back and forth as he weighed the pros and cons of each side, and end it by folding his hands on the table and telling us, “Do what you have to do.” Well, I could have argued I had to quit speech class as it turned my insides upside down, knowing I had to stand in front of the class to talk about something as boring as the value of pocket protectors.


The wind rushed quicker through the yard and the skies dimmed. I told Dad I needed to go into the attic. “You go do what you need to do, Char. I’m headed for a stroll out back.” I watched him get up from the table, step over Jingle to reach the glass doors and pull them open. Jingle sprang out the door first, and Dad followed. I waited to leave until he settled into his favorite chair on the porch, next to Ma’s, to visit her in the memories of their lives.


Cobwebs clung across the corners of the attic’s door at an unlit narrow landing, as if to block any trespasser of the past. When I was little, I believed Santa Claus hid our presents in the reclusive place, something no one else knew. My parents entrusted me to keep that knowledge private, saying it was a secret only I could keep. And as a grown adult now, I can say I had been a good secret-keeper because of what Ma had asked of me that day last May.


The door resisted my pull, perhaps a sign I wasn’t supposed to be there, but I knew it was because of rust-coated hinges and infrequent use. A final tug, and it gave way. I waited for stirred dust to clear and warm air to settle to see where I was going. The midmorning sun offered light through a tiny square window to guide my footing, marking life in the dormancy of dust and dirt. I thought that was Ma’s old dresser straight ahead. I remembered when she told me about it, the first piece of furniture she ever owned, front drawers inlaid with cherry and pine. When Ma and Dad moved into this house, he told her she didn’t have to take her old bedroom furniture; she could get a whole new set. But there was something about hanging on to the familiar; Ma couldn’t part with it. A tarnished wrought iron headboard leaned against a near wall. Children’s dolls in various states of undress sat propped askew in an opened, broken suitcase under the window, trains were derailed from their dismantled tracks, and shoeboxes of disintegrating cardboard held their shape as if undisturbed. Though I had no understanding of what I was seeing and thought it all to be insignificant, I understood they must have been important to someone at one time. And who was I to label any object as having no meaning?


And I saw what Ma must have been whispering about to me. The steamer trunk. It sat alone in a far corner, tucked under the rafters. As I neared the remote spot, the dank and musty odor signaled a travel back in time. As old as it appeared, it was a part of this house’s foundation and its origin. It was large enough to keep best secrets and long memories and strong enough to hold tall tales. My hand skimmed across the ruts and scrapes that were evidence of a welltraveled wooden box, darkened with age, and held by tarnished metal straps that ran along each side. When I opened the cover, a mixed odor of lacquered wood, mildew, and mothballs struck my nose and itched my eyes. Wrinkled, stained silk that covered the lid’s interior showed tears at the edges from small, rusted nails holding its place. Nestled atop the tidy stack of dated men’s white shirts and work trousers, women’s black pumps, and a collection of scarves in every color of the rainbow was a large cardboard box, newer by the looks of its stiff, square shape. I opened a time capsule that brought the past into the present. When I released the box’s flaps, a cotton rug, a silk tapestry, and a linen tablecloth freed themselves of darkness. I pulled the treasures from their tomb and held the fabrics of our lives.
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“The wonder is that we can see these trees and not wonder more.”


—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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Seeing old college friends on this Memorial Day weekend will be a celebration, a coming together, as we have tried and often failed to do because of our busy schedules. The day will reawaken a time when those relationships meant everything to me. The bonds among us, like anchors, have defied forces of nature such as a breakup, a failed class, or a new roommate who threatened our stability. Sure, we had our clashes, but nothing a night out at O’Donohue’s couldn’t smooth out. We’ve come a long way, from serving ourselves beer from a pitcher into plastic cups, to pouring wine into glass goblets from corked bottles wearing classy labels. It’s all about the packaging, the presence, not that I equate myself with an attractive wine bottle.


Awakening to an overcast chilly morning, I must recall where I am—alone, without Dennis. I am relieved to have this weekend free as a holiday grants me permission to be away from work, and to slow down. I’m usually in implementation mode, making corporate events happen, checking this and that, and asking questions to ensure I have a happy client. Wandering the bedroom, my familiar that is filled with “D&D” monogramming etched in picture frames nestled in deep nooks, stitched along the hems of pillowcases, and scripted in chocolate brown on throw pillows now feels unfamiliar. The scent of Irish Spring soap is faint when it’s usually strong, as Dennis carries it into the bedroom after a morning shower. I can almost hear his voice, now softer and in the distance, telling me, “You’d better step it up,” when I was late for work. It was years in the making for Ma and Dad to turn their house into a home for us Dowlings, and I question if I have done that with Dennis and this home.


After a refreshing shower, I slip on a pair of white linen pants and a black tunic, wrestle my wayward hair into a ponytail, then grab a pair of hoop earrings and bangle bracelets. I check myself in the full-length mirror hanging on the inside of the closet door, before slipping on flats and heading downstairs and into the kitchen.


I’m already in a misty sweat during early preparation for lunch. I think the last time I wore this outfit was on a business trip overseas to Shanghai. Who goes to Shanghai in August, anyway, with the excruciating humidity and heat? Well, apparently, Kinsey and Moore, the corporate event planning company I work for, does. Thankfully, Memorial Day weekend in Chicago is no August weekend in Shanghai. The cool spring breezes haven’t yet given way to hot summer air.


I pull wineglasses from their racks in an upper kitchen cabinet and luncheon plates in a lower one, anticipating the chatter among us as we catch up and pick up where we left off—as younger adults who hadn’t yet mastered the art of bullshitting. It seems the older we get, the more we feel we must hide flaws and faults, as if perfection is synonymous with wisdom and aging. Chopping, slicing, and dicing lettuce, red onion, bacon, and hard-boiled egg go into a seven-layer salad prep, and I take a break to open the dining room sliding doors and the windows in the front living room. I breathe in the sweet spring scent and feel the cool cross-ventilation. Goose bumps travel throughout my body as if awakening a new, calmer self.


After I’ve cleaned the kitchen, I set the table where I anticipate the coming together of us in friendship, recalling midday meals we once shared in the dorm’s cafeteria. We’d check out a table of graduate students nearby, their books open and studying while they plowed through a pepperoni pizza, and how we never opened a book until later at night.


Camille’s voice taps me into the present, her singsongy tone arriving before the doorbell’s chime. “Heeelllooo, anyone home?”


I open the door to a set of perfect white teeth and dimples and hands waving frantically.


“Your hair! You cut short that gorgeous head of auburn,” I say.


“Sassy, now, aren’t I?” She swings her head from side to side, giving her locks a fluff and her bracelets a dangle. What a sashay she does through that door, her flouncy yellow blouse waving with each shimmy. That’s Camille, always making an entrance.


“Wait . . . Deb,” Lisa yells from the driveway. “I’m coming, too.” She makes her way in black heels while pulling down a short white pencil skirt. A red halter top fits her well, showing off an ample bosom. Her slender figure hasn’t changed a bit since college.


Camille and Lisa were never in competition, but rather were a complement to each other. I liked that about them.


“Here, for you,” Lisa says, pushing a bottle of Beaujolais into my chest as she steps inside. She’s always had a sense of urgency.


“Welcome.”


I usher the ladies into the living room where the sun has brightened a seated corner filled with a sectional sofa in crème with dark stained pine end tables, floor-to-ceiling white bookcases on either side of a brick fireplace. Camille pulls off her sunglasses, and her green eyes widen. “Nice place you got here. I knew you’d do well, Deb, but not this well.” Lisa remains occupied with adjusting her skirt and top. They stop talking and turn their heads in unison to have a look around. Camille places a hand on the back of one of two armchairs patterned in gray and tan, then picks up a wedding photo of me and Dennis on a console table separating the living room from the dining space. I think how Dennis and I have our friends and Dennis always meets his friends somewhere. Sure, I talk to them on the phone, but rarely do we go out with them or have them here. I think it’s peculiar, and sad. It’s as if my home here is separate and private from my home with my best friends from college or the ones I have made in the neighborhood.


We march into the kitchen and gather around the island in the middle where I’ve readied all our luncheon pleasures. “Here. Grab a platter,” I say, handing Lisa a plate of Swiss cheese and Club crackers and Camille a bowl of Planters cheese balls. I pick up a Crate and Barrel serving platter, a wedding shower gift, with colorful crudités. Event planning details are innate: whether for work or for a social event, they give me a sense of accomplishment, which, in my business, doesn’t always get recognized. “C’mon, this way.” I motion us back to the living room with a bottle of wine in hand.


I settle the platter next to a tulip and daffodil floral arrangement on a round coffee table, and I note my attractive handiwork on the colorful food presentation and spring bouquet. Before we sit, I notice how plump the couch’s cushions look, still so creamy and new, so not broken in. It’s as if no one lives in this house.


“So, where’ve you all been lately, huh?” I blurt in sarcasm remembering “Grace” is not my middle name. You know how that goes—no filter sometimes. I hold up my glass. “Let’s toast,” I say to change the subject, deflecting a weakness I have of not trying harder to keep our friendship going. I admit my infrequent check-ins with a phone call don’t replace in-person gab fests that are sure to rekindle the spark in our friendship that has dimmed over the years.


It’s a matter of draining that first glass of wine, or beer, our drink of choice at college, and the ride becomes more carefree, and we begin to talk like college women all over again with salty language and critical thinking about others. Eventually our conversation becomes adult-like with more critical thinking about ourselves, and our language more politically correct.


It isn’t just these two friends, though. Our group used to be a foursome. When we would try to get together, Tracey usually had plans or said, “Maybe next time?” She’d make us believe we could expect her, and then she wouldn’t show up. I can only think back to college when she started dating some guy in Western Civ. She never noticed him until he noticed her, staring at her during class. It was about that time when she stopped going with us to our regular Friday nights at Cleary’s for happy hour. And then she’d show up after a few months because, well, as she would sadly announce, “It just didn’t work out.” We concluded her absence was because of a guy who took our place. It was a pattern. No happy hours with Tracey, we assumed, meant she was having a very happy hour with a new guy.


I consider this get-together more of an exercise in connecting to something “other,” another life I had before marriage. I missed my friends, who admittedly I had shifted to different places, by no fault of theirs, when I declared “I do.” When I was younger, I was determined that marriage would no way in hell interfere with a life I had made for myself. Yet here I am now, extending a mea culpa with this luncheon for not getting together as much as my conscience was calling me to.


I borrow time by grabbing the open bottle of pinot and pouring what remains into my glass. And then I have a look at its label. Anderson Valley. Dennis and I used to take trips to San Francisco, plotting our winery stops, for long weekends. Our last drive was to Mendocino, where we stayed at the Mendocino Farmhouse. It was secluded and quiet, with no distractions from an outside world we felt was overloaded and overloading us. That trip was different from the others. We couldn’t help but be forced to speak with each other when conversation was once organic and free-flowing. Marriage is a lot of work.


“How is Charlie?” Camille says, reaching for a newly opened bottle. “How’s the stepparenting thing going?”


“Charlie is finding his way. I think it’s hormones. Who knew being a spouse and a stepparent is like being a project manager—of your husband and children?” I sit back and smooth out the creases embedded in my tunic’s linen realizing what I might be really saying. Has married life and co-parenting become like work? Are they like tasks on a to-do list with no choice but to complete them? I take a controlled breath and let out a sigh.


“Knock it off,” Lisa says, diving into the stuffed mini peppers as if that were lunch. “We’ve all known each other for a long time. And if there’s anyone here who would win most likely to keep it together, it would be you, Deb. You’re the strongest one of all of us.”


All eyes meet mine.


I’ve heard that before. From Ma. She used to tell me that because I was the oldest, I was also the strongest, and she deployed me to keep my younger sisters in line, as if they never had self-control. But each does have a will of her own, a common thread that started with Ma and has continued to run through the Dowling women.


I have a difficult time with what to say next. “Thank you, Lisa,” or “Oh, gee, I’m not really. It only looks that way,” and I sound too vulnerable. So, instead I say, “C’mon, let’s grab plates in the kitchen and have lunch.”


“Nice presentation, Deb. You remembered,” Camille says, carrying a bottle of Chardonnay to the dining room table. Dennis and I spotted the set, handmade in oak and cherry, on a trip to New England earlier in our marriage. With sturdy legs supporting an elegant top, the table reminded me of us—strong and smart. “Seven-layer salads sure have been our thing since our post-college days. Whenever we’d meet for lunch in the city, we’d all order the seven-layer because all the other businesswomen in the restaurant were eating them, and we wanted to be just like them.”


“And now we are just like them,” I say, filling our wineglasses while mini baguettes nestled in a cloth-lined basket are passed around.


The Matanzas Creek was Dennis’s aunt’s favorite wine. When we visited her and her husband, Tom, in San Francisco, Tom would disappear to the wine “cellar,” a white locked box in the garage, and reappear with a bottle of Cakebread and one of Matanzas Creek in hand, much to Aunt Joan’s delight, who would clap her hands and squeal, “The perfect choices and one of my favorites.” Sharing dinners with Dennis’s family over California wine was as much a part of home as being married to Dennis.


“Let’s toast,” I say, directing us to hold up our glasses. “It feels kind of odd . . . missing someone.”


I think of Tracey. Her effervescent personality reminds me of the bubbles in the flutes of Domaine Chandon that Dennis and I served at our wedding. She always was able to make friends easily, especially men, captivating them into conversation.


“Oh, Deb . . . are you and Dennis . . . in trouble?” Lisa says, covering her mouth politely as if she’s asked a no-no.


I put down my fork and shake my head. “No, not Dennis! I’m talking about missing Tracey. This is the longest we’ve gone without hearing from her. Right? And no return calls either.”


“Maybe she thinks our friendship has run its course, and she’s found new friends,” Lisa says, stabbing lettuce leaves and chunks of celery.


“She started to travel with work . . . I think,” Camille adds.


“Sounds like Dennis. He’s been gone a lot. When he isn’t traveling to meet clients, he’s got weekend gigs.” I mumble this through nibbling torn bites of bread.


Suspicion and silence roll into the room like afternoon fog over the Golden Gate. The sheers billow excitedly as if an omen.


“Do you think he’s having an affair?” Camille asks, her raised eyebrows peeking over the rim of her glass.


Heads swivel; eyes pin on me.


“Oh, God, really, Camille?” Lisa punches the air with an open hand. “Why in God’s name would you even say such a thing?”


“No, it’s okay to say what you’re thinking, Camille. The idea of infidelity never crossed my mind when I said ‘I do,’ but, honestly”— I quiet my voice—“sometimes I do think about it now.”


Conversation pauses and I stare out to the backyard, like Ma used to do when something bothered her, as if the answer lay hidden in the spring landscape. “Sometimes you can figure things out by talking with the trees and the flowers and the birds,” she’d tell me. I wondered how she could be talking when I never did see her mouth moving.


“Maybe Tracey has a new job and it’s keeping her away from us?” Lisa says.


Camille interjects. “I thought we were talking about Dennis.”


“We are,” Lisa continues, “and I was changing the subject to someone else who seems to be MIA lately.” She uses her fingers to air-quote “MIA.”


“I think she’s still at that marketing firm,” Camille pipes up.


I ask, “Which one?”


“The one she got after we graduated: C . . . M . . .”


Camille looks at me. “CMG. Hey, I think Dennis’s agency pitched that firm. Do you know if they got it?”


“Don’t know,” I tell her, shrugging my shoulders.


I usually don’t keep up with the ad agency business and who is pitching whom for what business, but I know since I took on the BMT Worldwide Advertising Agency as a client and met Dennis, the “T” in BMT, it was all about the agency business, what clients were hopping to what agencies and who was going with them.


Lisa asks, “And how is it that you know this?”


“Must have read it somewhere . . .” Camille murmurs, looking off into the distance, trying to recall.


I question the bond we made in college, one that was supposed to last forever. One thing we promised each other was to always tell the truth, to never have secrets among us. We sealed our promise with a white macramé bracelet. If any one of us thought of not telling the truth, we’d roll the tight knots with beads between our fingers and find strength in doing the right thing. I think of my bracelet and wonder if they’re thinking of theirs now.


Learning to trust myself with anyone is the ultimate lesson in understanding my vulnerabilities. I vaguely remember Dennis mention that BMT was pitching a new marketing firm. I never did ask him, and though he usually tells me about new business pitches, he failed to mention this one’s outcome.


The room cools, and it isn’t because the morning sun has moved from the living room, and for that reason, our afternoon ends soon after lunch.
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Mornings, while the coffee is brewing, I like to lean over my kitchen sink to look east, north, and south, out the bay window at pockets of wonder and discovery that beckon me to join. Seeing in all directions feels like a metaphor for the ways of my life as if I were a vagabond, moving from place to place, from one character to another, from one relationship to the next. I sound like my sister Linney, except for the “all directions” part, as she operates in just one. “Just the present moment,” she’ll say, taking a deep, yogic breath.


My older sister, Deb—Debra to her business acquaintances—is busy over Memorial Day weekend with her old college friends. Linney, number three sister, has the shop to deal with, and Charlotte, number four and last sister, is with Ma, trying her best to come up with what to barbecue. Charlotte will get the job done, in her own way, and Ma will love any way Charlotte handles it. She’s Ma’s baby.


I’ve never really felt forced to do anything, but I have to force myself this time to show up for my neighborhood block party today here in Lake Forest, a northern suburb of Chicago. It’s a yearly thing on this holiday weekend for a mix of young couples with no kids, couples with kids, and married-forever couples, to catch up with one another. We meet on a dead-end, private street with no curbs or sidewalks, which makes for a country road kind of feel—neighborly, too. My place is small yet big on comfort, painted in mellow yellow with white shutters and minty-turquoise flower boxes underlining the white-framed windows. Gracious oaks, hickories, and cottonwoods have grown into one another in their old age along the street providing a canopy of shade in the summer and a trellis of shadows in the winter. This is my rooted base, despite my many and lengthy absences from it because of work. It has been my anchor when I was adrift, which usually has come in waves commensurate with tides: what part of the country I’m in, what acting gig I have, or who I’m seeing.


I stash a couple bottles of pinot grigio, brats, buns, and a party fruit platter in a picnic basket. I think the last time I used this basket was when Ma carried servingware in it out to the picnic table in the backyard of our home. I smile to think that it’s remained in the family, and now I have a chance to use it as a reminder and connection to where I grew up.


With the basket in a crook of one elbow and a folding chair slipped in the other, I leave out the back door.


On my way down the street, couples and children are gathering. Husky men lean over grills in preparation for cooking, women work together to pull out table legs tucked under card tables, and a bounce house wobbles gently while anchored to the Kenneys’ front yard. A couple of teenage boys carry heavy coolers on their shoulders while watching their footing. I don’t recognize many, but I do recognize Marcie’s petite frame up ahead. As I near her, I see we are dressed alike, she in slimming Guess jeans, I in faded Calvin’s, white T-shirts under jean jackets, white Keds on our feet. She’s let her caramel mane grow longer. She’s busy ushering her two kids over to their father while she unloads grocery bags filled with juice boxes, cheese sticks, and green grapes.


“Hey there, Marcie,” I shout, waving in greeting. “This looks like as good a place as any to unpack.” I join her at a long folding table covered in a red-, white-, and blue-striped plastic tablecloth, and set down my picnic basket and lawn chair.


I don’t hesitate to say Marcie is my best friend because she was the first neighbor to ring my doorbell the day I moved in. And best friends are forever. Marcie is everything I’m not—down-to-earth, a real warm-and-fuzzy person any woman would want to bare her soul to. She matched a male version of herself and started a family like it was the easiest, most uncomplicated thing in the world, like she was riding her bike to the 7-Eleven for a cola slushie on a hot summer day.


“Rose? Is that you?” Marcie says, sliding her sunglasses atop her head. Her sky-blue eyes have a good look at me, and her arms outstretch to welcome a hug. “You mean you’re actually in town for a whole weekend?” A wink punctuates her sarcasm. I break away first, perhaps because of a bit of shame.


“You’re funny, and yes, I’m here and looking forward to enjoying my neighbors. I know, it’s been a while.” I evade her look, and get busy unwrapping the party tray, napkins, and plastic cups.


“We’ve been here all along, Rose, and we’re not going anywhere.” Marcie gestures to our gathering neighbors with an open hand.


“I see Doug over there, readying the grill with precision and organization. He doesn’t miss a step with the setup. You sure can count on him, Marcie . . . and I don’t mean just for grilling hot dogs and hamburgers—I mean for being a good husband and dad, too.”


Marcie and Doug are committed parents of five-year-old twins, Jennifer and Benjamin, aka Jen and Ben. In the early days, we’d go out as a foursome, Marcie and Doug, me and . . . whoever I was dating at the time. When their kids joined, it became a different foursome— Marcie and Doug, Jen and Ben. How their lives changed after having children. I thought I’d find my answer to what I wanted to do with my life here in the suburbs, and as Ma used to say, “allowing yourself to discover what you have yet to see through the familiarity of your home inside and the one outside in the natural world.” I’m not sure what all that meant, but I trust Ma’s words, and I hope to figure it out soon. This is where Deb would chime in and tell me how, indeed, I am a drama queen.


I unpack what remains in my basket. It’s difficult to look Marcie in the eye, not because of the rising high-noon sun, but because I know if I do, she’ll see right through me, into a window to my troubles.


“You’re awfully quiet,” she says, arranging pitchers of lemonade and cola. “Drink?”


“Got anything stronger?”


“Ah, I see.” Marcie slips out a bottle of Chardonnay from inside her tote bag. After she pours us each a cup, we fuss with the multiple tabletops, creating stations of soft drinks, potato and corn chip bowls, bottles of catsup and mustard, and jars of pickles. The “adult only” table is quickly stocked with red and white wines and coolers of beer that fit tightly under the tables.


We fiddle with our chairs to face the clearing skies and sit.


“So . . . taking a break from all the traveling?” Marcie asks, leaning her head back and her face up to meet the sun. This is her lead-in, an olive branch she is extending as a sign of peace and a safe place to be with a valued, trustworthy friend.


“I quit the magazine,” I blurt, defiant, as if throwing up my hands, not in defeat but in spite. If the magazine isn’t my place to be, then, so there, I’ll leave you. “I used to think I wanted to travel with Abroad in search of undiscovered places, hidden gems on islands, and undisturbed earth, but now, I don’t know. It was a fun ride with the magazine, writing articles that border on puff pieces with National Geographic–quality photos, without a lot of substance.”


“You mean, meeting a variety of charismatic, wealthy men who were available to show you around those hidden gems and undisturbed earth, right?” I look away and watch the kids pile into the bounce house.


She has me there, digging deep into the vulnerable pockets of my soul. Marcie has always told it to me straight. Sure, I can be swayed easily by well-dressed, well-groomed men who enjoy a good cocktail, a fine dinner, and even finer after-dinner drinks. But where has that gotten me?


“What will you do next?” Marcie asks. “And I don’t mean after this party.”


“Don’t know. No immediate plans. After this party or for the rest of my life.” I let my self-pity show. I sip more wine and notice how the kids laugh and scream, bouncing unencumbered without a care in the world.


“Did something happen? I’ve never seen you like this.” She reaches over and gently places a hand on my wrist.


It isn’t what has happened—more like what hasn’t happened. I tell her, “Julian and I were like peanut butter and jelly. We naturally stuck together, sweet and savory, only he wasn’t a fan of any fruit that wasn’t in its original packaging.”


“So, you’re feeling guilty because it didn’t work out? Or . . .”


“No guilt. I just don’t commit . . . to things,” I tell her before dashing to the table for a handful of carrot sticks.


“And you’re finding now in your more grown-up years that your younger ways have bitten you in the ass. Sounds like you’re having an identity crisis.”


I wonder if that is what’s happening. My identity is in crisis? I stare at the plumbs of smoke erupting from the grills as burgers are flipped and hot dogs are rolled over the greasy grates.


“Why don’t you take some time to figure things out? Take the summer off, Rose.”


Therein lies the problem. Taking time off. I have never been idle for more than a few minutes at a time. And when I do get home, I am unconnected, restless. Maybe it’s because I haven’t spent much time here and I considered my surrogate homes to be wherever I was working. Was I avoiding being at home because of the very home I was afraid of making?


The cool air turns humid as storm clouds dance around the sun. I take off my jacket and hang it on the back of the chair.


“Take time for yourself, Rose. You’ve spent years asking the world how it sees itself. How about asking yourself how you see you? Hell, why don’t you write a book about it all?”


“A book?” I chuckle at the absurdity. “But I can’t write one if I don’t know how it will end.” I sober and pause. “Will I find my answers? Will I find my place to be?”


I’ve traveled the world, met strangers in undiscovered lands where I could be anybody, taking on a different character. Now, I want to get to the heart of who I am, and that means no longer being a writer for a travel magazine. This is where I have made my home, where it is about being yourself, and not about being someone you aren’t. Home is the truth, to yourself, isn’t it?
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Early mornings are my favorite time. Waking up and peeking through the rails of the wrought iron headboard set against my bedroom window, I discover a new dawn. The kind sun rouses the sleeping. Birds wake in song, and the crimson leaves of the Japanese maple wave good morning in spring breezes; the early hours are ones of gratitude. I retreat to a cozy nook where I slip ceremoniously into asanas, sinking my bare feet to pose in mountain where I find my place in calm before I start the day’s work.


A busy Memorial Day weekend kicks off another summer season at Magnolia, a small shop in Winnetka, near the shore of Lake Michigan, north of Chicago, where I work.


Magnolia inspires me every day, and helps me to stay rooted. I say that because of its bones, as it was built in the 1920s, and of its history as a carriage house. Bridget challenges me to make the shop inviting by extending the outside in, to give life to Magnolia. A butterfly garden is steps away from a small front porch set in flagstone, offering our guests tranquility and an occasional glimpse at finches and chickadees in the summer visiting the garden’s blooms and frolicking in the birdbath. In cooler months, Bridget navigates guests to warmth and rest around the corner to a dimly lit firepit centered among circling Adirondack chairs. My soul is here, and I am indebted to Bridget for hiring me many years ago.


I, too, live in a coach house, just past the Magnolia grove. Actually, you could say it’s outside my back door, a ten-minute walk up a narrow gravel path, through a meadow that isn’t yet filled with waist-high lemon wildflowers, buttercups and cosmos mixed with honeysuckle, milkweed, and thistle. But in a few weeks, their heads will pop, and I’ll be surrounded in a kaleidoscope of color and the spicy scents of wild prairie. In the meantime, I enjoy a Monet palette of daffodils, tulips, hyacinth, and crocus energizing the once dormant flower beds. Traipsing through this spring meadow to the Wedgewood-blue shop is food for my soul. I can’t imagine myself living anywhere else as this is the best of both worlds, personal and professional.


Opening Magnolia’s French doors, a concentration of lemon verbena, rose, and lavender from comingled soaps, sachets, and scented candles hits my nose. I rearrange delicate vases accenting place settings on round tables covered in French cotton cloth, before making my way down a short hall to the back office.


As I do each morning, I fill feeders outside the back door with a seed mix, calling the birds to a safe place, and a hanging glass ball with sugar water to bring the hummingbirds to drink. There’s no door in this house that doesn’t lead to a special place where I can experience moments that will never be repeated.


Back and forth with an old broom, I clear the brick walkway in a rhythm that seems to match that of the natural world. Working my way around the house doubles as a meditation on gratitude—the breaking through of bee balm, daisies, coneflowers, and black-eyed Susans in a warming bed—and as a security check. Suddenly, I hear a faint noise like grinding gravel, or footsteps? It stops. Must be Dottie, my beagle, chasing a chipmunk along the footpath. Dottie has the run of the place and makes for the best shop greeter and protector by punching the air with a hardy howl to notify me that customers are nearing. Wind chimes twirl and their notes break the day’s tempo. I set the broom next to the door and look over my shoulder before turning the knob and stepping inside where Bridget’s desk sits under a window, just inside to the left. I lean over it and peer through the smudgy pane for another look, and my hand sticks to a note on the desk’s blotter. I don’t remember seeing this when I closed last night. I pick up the lavender-colored paper.


“Good morning, Linney! I won’t be in until later today. My spirit is strong, but my body is feeling a little weak. I know you can handle whatever comes your way. Enjoy it all, Linney. I’ll see you soon.”


There’s something different about Bridget’s words. Her voice sounds tired, which is strange since she usually has enough energy for both of us. Bridget owns Magnolia; she is Magnolia. She’s shown me her love for this place by her care and devotion to its details, and through her, I have learned the meaning of having my own sense of place.


I put down the note. The oak wood floor creaks, a familiar sound I’ve come to recognize are footsteps, and I hurry to the front of the store, but there’s no one there. I shift to dust a bookcase of ceramic knickknacks settled on bookcase shelves when the morning light dims on a sunny day. I peer through the square window. Outside, a dark figure startles me, then quickly leaves my sight. There is usually no one here this early, so my curiosity and sense of protecting Magnolia urge me to dash outside, nearly taking a nearby table covering and display with me. I circle the shop to the rear and stop at the firepit, where a well-dressed man stands in a white button-down shirt, with one hand in the pocket of his tawny slacks. With the other hand, he takes a drag of a cigarette while staring in the distance.


“Hi there. We open at ten,” I yell and wave to catch his attention.


He turns to me, his navy sports jacket open to reveal a slender frame. I don’t recognize him as any patron of Magnolia or friend of Bridget.


“I’m not here to shop. I’m here to look around.” His voice is deep, his words accented, as his fingers navigate the scenery in the air. “I see you have a unique place . . . well-positioned off a side street . . . with an inviting walkway.”


I walk closer. The morning breezes carry his male scent of spicy aftershave and nicotine to me.


“Old-world, Englishy-French charm, too. The grounds and this shop . . . this little house, are rather captivating . . . like you, I’d say.” His face is observant, yet curious, like a child’s standing in a new playroom. He exhales one last plume of smoke then throws the spent cigarette on the flagstone, grinding the butt with the bottom of his oxford shoe.


“Hey, do you mind? Please, no littering.” I grab a rusted coffee can from a nearby potting bench and hold it for him while he retrieves the spent nub and deposits it in the can.


I watch his dark almond eyes survey the details of me: faded denim jeans, yellow-and-white peasant blouse, and a necklace of small stones with a charm centered on my chest. Goose bumps creep up my body.


“How can I help you?” I take a step back and set the can down.


Dottie comes racing from around the corner with an erect tail and a disturbed bark at the too-close stranger as if in protest, telling him he doesn’t belong, not at this hour anyway. I watch her circle the man, give his shiny shoes a good sniff while together we check out the stranger from all angles.


“Alejandro Leone is my name,” he says, the words sliding off his tongue like butter. He extends a hand to offer me his business card. “But you can call me Alex.” He grins, then smooths his head of shiny black hair with an open hand.


“I like what you’ve got here . . .” He turns his gaze away from me to the landscaped distance where his eyes become small and his brows turn tight.


“Thank you, but what is it that I can do for you?” I speak louder in annoyance.


“Are you the owner?” He squints as if to find clarity on my face.


“No, I’m not.”


“Well, I have a proposition.”


“You’ll need to talk to the owner about any proposition. She’ll be in later this afternoon.” I start walking away, assuming our conversation has ended.


“I don’t think that will be necessary. Maybe you can help me. Is there somewhere we can talk?”


I don’t respond right away but take a moment to consider whether I should be talking to him about business matters. But I know Bridget has financial worries on her mind—roof repair, replacing the air-conditioning, furnace inspection—and maybe I can help by deflecting any unsolicited business propositions.


“Follow me.”


With Dottie at my heels, and then Mr. Leone, I hold open the door to the back office and we file in. It is tidy, free of used teacups and crumbly napkins, but stocked with a filled cookie jar surrounded by a wooden bowl of mixed dried wildflowers that has its place on the farmhouse table at one end of the room.


I stand tall. “Please, sit,” I say, directing him to the table first.


The cool morning breeze turns hurried and carries with it through an open window lingering scents of damp wood and potted lavender. This is where Bridget and I have our meetings and our afternoon tea, in these familiar surroundings where I feel her presence, and with it the confidence to handle the ensuing conversation with Mr. Leone.


He pulls out a white business card and slides it across the table until my folded hands stop it. I pick it up, squinting to read the smaller print. “Shore Investments?” I ask. What does a business like this want with a small shop off a residential street?


“I represent a group of investors who are interested in an investment property. There are quite a few opportunities along this northern part of Chicago, and we choose you because we like the location—access to Lake Michigan and the city. This shop has oldworld charm among the trees on a private, secluded spot that could attract many more visitors.”


“Our ‘visitors’ are our guests, and we treat them with personal attention and catering. We know who they are and what they want,” I counter.


“And I’d like to increase that sales appeal by offering to buy this . . . boutique.” He emphasizes each syllable as he draws an imaginary semicircle with an open hand around a sitting area of stuffed chairs, end tables, and reading lamps at the opposite end of the room. I gasp quietly and sink back in my seat. Buy the shop? My home for many years? Bridget’s pride and joy, her life?


I pull forward, unfold my hands, and firmly press them into the table.


“It’s not for sale.” I give the table an emphatic pat.


“Well, don’t you think that’s for the owner to decide, Miss . . . Miss?”


“Dowling. Linney Dowling. And it is, Mr. Leone. But let me be clear. This shop has been in the owner’s life for more than fifty years. It is her life and has become mine as well. And its success is because it is personal. We are not a commercial property. We feel the house’s history and respect its grounds through what it represents. And it would never be Magnolia if it were to change.”


“I’m not looking to change a thing, Miss Dowling.”


“Look, I know investors are driven to make money and they’ll do anything and everything necessary to achieve their goal. I’ll discuss it with the owner when she’s available.”


I stand tall and look down at him.


“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a business to take care of.” I move to the doorway and motion him toward the way out. He follows me to the front of the shop.


“Good day, Mr. Leone.” I open the door and offer him a curt smile.


“I’ll be in touch again soon,” he says before I promptly shut the door behind him, clipping his words.


I turn and see Dottie cock her head to one side, mirroring what I feel—that a change could be imminent. I want to ignore his proposition and hope he never contacts me again, and then it will all go away. I shake my head, sigh, and admit the meeting might not be our last encounter. I must tell Bridget.
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Joe and I usually spend Memorial Day weekend in the backyard, weather permitting, as a holiday in May in Chicago can be as cold and rainy as any day in October. We sit and envision what the summer will be like for us, wondering if the lilacs will bloom full, considering what we will plant this year to invite more bees and birds. Home takes root deeper into us with each passing month. We spent our early married years layering a place to nest, readying ourselves for the memories we were about to create with children. Now that the girls are grown women, home remains here on Birchwood Court.


We don’t expect the girls to spend the holiday with their parents, as they are busy with their own lives. Deb phoned yesterday to tell me she is having her old college friends over for a luncheon. Rose is home and is going to a barbecue with her neighbors on the block. It will be a big holiday weekend for Linney and for Magnolia. But I do expect Charlotte to stop by early this afternoon. She always brings what she’d like her dad to barbecue. This time, she is looking forward to grilled hamburgers, and I can hear Deb chiding her sister about forgetting the gherkins . . . again. I like to think that it’s the colder months Char favors, as it’s a time for comfort food. She usually makes quarts of minestrone soup, her favorite and ours, too, and being single and alone in her apartment, she’ll drop off a tub filled to the brim with leftovers to share.


Joe has pep in his step, something I’m glad to see, as sometimes I catch him plopped in his chair on the back porch and gazing into the distance, as if having a conversation with himself. He’s always thinking about something: how to get better drainage in the yard, replacing the flagstone on the side of the house with larger step pads, or building out the back deck to give us more “walkingaround room,” as he calls it.


“Hi, Ma. I see Dad’s out back, just sittin’ and staring,” Charlotte says, pulling open the kitchen screen door, her bobbed waves of honey hair losing their place with the forced breezes. I notice her petite frame, so different from her sisters who have their dad’s tall, fuller build. But Charlotte is a well-shaped pear, and I’m more of a rounded-out apple. I had her figure once.


“I think it’ll be us three,” I tell her as we gather at the kitchen counter.


“Again?”


She shifts her weight to the other foot, as she often does when anxiety makes her unsteady.


“Your sisters have busy lives.”


“Thanks, Ma.” She unpacks Lay’s potato chips, baby carrots, celery sticks, and a jar of gherkins and places them on the white ceramic-tiled counter.


I notice the sarcasm in her tone, and I walk to her.


“And you do, too, Charlotte.” I give her a smile while pushing stray ringlets away from her face.


I go to the pantry and fill my folded-up apron bottom with paper plates, napkins, and condiments, then drop the load on the empty counter.


“How’s that job of yours going, by the way? I think they’re taking advantage of you over there . . . Grab the burger patties from the fridge, will you, please?”


“It’s fine, Ma. Everything’s fine at work and no, they’re not.” Her voice is raised as she drops the burger packages on the counter, then fiddles with her hair, curling a strand around her finger. This has been her way to calm herself throughout her childhood, and as I see, now, too. She takes a step back.


I know Char works hard as an assistant account executive, whatever that means, sometimes putting in late hours. And when she’s not there, she’s here, checking up on me and Joe.


Charlotte dances around the square kitchen, boxed by a sink, long counter, and stove, anticipating what I’ll need by grabbing the salt and pepper shakers while I add more mayonnaise to the potato salad. Such a nervous thing she is.


“I’m sure it is, honey, but any plans to move on . . . to a bigger company? You’ve been there for a while now, and I think you might be able to do better elsewhere. Ya know, aim higher for yourself.”


“Why does everyone want what they think is best for me?” She stomps a foot and stands straight like a flagpole on the Fourth of July, as if bracing for a confrontation.


I rest my stirring spoon to give her my full attention.


“I was in that job for only a couple of weeks when Deb asked me if there was a path for me to promotion. ‘Don’t waste your time with that place if there’s no way to move up,’ she told me. And Linney asks me what I’m learning about running a small business, like she’s quizzing me. I tell her, ‘Nothing.’ I wouldn’t learn much yet from answering phones and filing and checking the accuracy of purchase orders. And Rose thinks since there’s only one man in the office, who happens to be single but too old for me, that I should go where there are better male prospects. But I’m doing fine right where I am. That’s where I belong.”


“Your sisters are just trying to help you along.”


“I don’t need their help. Why don’t they keep to finding what’s best for themselves? I’m not like them.”


She slaps the kitchen towel on the counter, then walks around it to the other side, bumping a kitchen chair out of place and yanking open the sliding door, colliding with Jingle who rushes into the yard to chase an unsuspecting squirrel. She pulls a porch chair from its mate, and plops down next to Joe. I resume stirring, then move to the other side of the counter where I’m close enough to overhear Joe soothing Charlotte with his words.


“I heard that,” Joe says, looking away from the newspaper and peeling off his eyeglasses.


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to raise my voice at Ma.”


Charlotte settles and rests her feet up on the deck rail.


“I do it every now and then.”


“Sometimes you need to speak your mind. Otherwise, issues fester, and you get to thinking things you shouldn’t. You gotta let others know how you feel. I may not be much of a touchy-feely kind of man, but I’m always in tune with what’s going on, though your mother may think not so much.”


“Well, Dad, I’m feeling good today because I’m here with you two. Now it’s time to light the grill. I got those burgers waiting for you to slap on.”


I’m relieved to see a smile on Charlotte’s face, and not rolling tears.


Their faces are soft, reflections of each other in their hazel eyes.
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