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Chapter One

It was only when Markie saw her husband’s hands clasped around another woman’s breasts that she finally acknowledged their problems weren’t ones she could hide any longer. Except that wasn’t completely true. Though it shamed her to confess it, the truth was that if she had seen them—his hands, the breasts that weren’t her own—in the privacy of their bedroom or in some tawdry motel room she had burst in on, she might not have admitted it still. There had been other women before, and since the only people who had known were Markie, Kyle, and his mistress-du-jour, it had always been an easy secret to keep. An easy reality for Markie to pretend away.

Lipstick stains on collars, the smell of perfume she didn’t wear—why dwell on these things when they could be shoved aside instead, leaving her free to continue her charade as a happily married woman? An enviably married woman, in fact. Kyle couldn’t keep a vow or a job, and he spent more than he earned and borrowed more than he admitted to, but he was handsome and fit and sexy, and Markie could tell from the looks on the faces at the dinner parties and black-tie casino nights so popular with the private-school crowd they ran with that there wasn’t a mother at Saint Mark’s Prep who didn’t wish she could go home with him.

But secrecy was no longer an option now. Markie had seen them—the hands, the breasts—on the screen of a phone held by one of the members of the Saint Mark’s Mothers’ Club, a phone being huddled over, ogled at, by five other members as they sat, spandex-encased and Botox-injected, at a booth in a swanky restaurant near the school, whispering and shushing and pointing and not-entirely-smiling-with-glee-but-sort-of. And she knew that by the time she had raced home, screamed up the driveway, stormed into the house, and finally confronted her husband, it would be all over Saint Mark’s and her workplace (which were one and the same). All through the ranks of the Mothers’ Club and the staff and the students, one of whom was Markie and Kyle’s eighth-grade son, Jesse.

After that, it would be only a matter of time before the rest of the truths she had ignored—Kyle’s many other infidelities, his maxing out of credit cards Markie hadn’t even known they had, his emptying of their checking account, their savings account, Jesse’s private-school tuition fund, his college fund—surfaced. And even if that particular level of detail wasn’t shared around the Saint Mark’s campus, around their neighborhood, their town—Markie wasn’t about to reveal such facts, and surely Kyle wouldn’t air his complete list of sins—it would become clear, when Jesse didn’t show up on campus the next fall, that something had happened to them financially. And that whatever it was, it was as mortifying as the fact that the photo of Kyle’s hands, the other woman’s breasts, and their joining together had made its way through the phones of every person Markie would never be able to face again.
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Kyle left that night. It was right after Easter. Jesse had a quarter term to go before the end of the school year. Thanks to his father, they had no money to pay for it, so Markie had swallowed pride and bile and accepted a Loan of Many Attached Strings from her parents. The minute the Saint Mark’s school year ended, she listed their house, now deep underwater. To keep it in shape for showings and to fulfill one of the many conditions of her parents’ charity, she moved back into her childhood bedroom in her parents’ home, Jesse into the guest room, for the summer.

She didn’t last a week. Her parents, Clayton and Lydia, had never approved of Kyle, who did nothing for their status at the club—no impressive letters after his name, no fancy alma mater for them to casually drop into conversation, no promotions to mention offhandedly over cocktails or golf or bridge. But they approved even less of divorce. There was a child involved now—their grandson. Not to mention all the years they had spent convincing their friends that Kyle was, in fact, worthy of their daughter. Now what were they supposed to tell everyone?

“And it’s not as though we can say you’re doing so much better without him,” Lydia told Markie, eyeing her daughter’s recently added weight, her not-recently highlighted hair (“We don’t show our roots, dear, no matter how badly off we might be”), and the old yoga pants and baggy T-shirts she wore constantly, having no other items in her closet that fit anymore and no money to replace them. “We could do a little shopping trip, maybe,” Lydia offered. “Though I don’t know how much black we’ll find in the summer, and really, at this point, I think dark colors are your best friend, don’t you?”

They approved only slightly more of their grandson, whose teenage ways they interpreted as just this side of criminal. “All this lying about,” Clayton sputtered. On their second day, he rapped on Jesse’s door at six thirty in the morning. “The sun’s up—why aren’t you? Ha ha ha.” Another rap. “I’m joking, son, but I’m also not. Up and at ’em. Your grandmother’s got breakfast on the table, and I’ve got a big lawn you can mow. Let’s give those muscles a shot at making an appearance, shall we?”

“And the video games,” Lydia fretted. “Aren’t you worried he’ll turn into one of those, you know, Columbine-type kids? He already looks the part.” Jesse was as thin as their daughter was heavy. Clayton and Lydia took equal offense to both conditions.

After dinner on their second day, Markie retreated to her bedroom, claiming exhaustion, and sat in the middle of the floor, a bottle of wine and a decade’s worth of diaries open beside her. She read, in loopy, purple handwriting, about the “amazing” career she saw herself in, the “perfect marriage” she planned to have with the “very successful, very hunky” man she was sure she would meet “after college, when I’ve already seen the world and figured myself out and decided what I really want in a husband.” The “gorgeous” house she would live in, which would be “even bigger and more beautiful than my parents’ place.”

She woke the next morning with her face glued by tears and alcohol to the pages of one of her notebooks. When she dragged herself to the kitchen in search of coffee, Clayton was waiting, pacing. He took in her unbrushed hair, her puffy, bloodshot eyes, and her untied robe and cleared his throat. “I think we need to talk about the way the two of you are handling your . . . situation,” he said.

On their fourth day, Markie, desperate, applied over the Internet for a job in a town about forty miles from their old house. The company was in a hurry to fill some new positions that sounded low-level and mind-numbing, but it meant that after the online application and a brief phone interview the next morning, the job was hers. Plus, it was a work-from-home position, perfect for someone so mortified about her fall from marital, societal, professional, and financial grace that it was difficult for her to face her own son, let alone the rest of the world.

On the fifth day, she hunched over her laptop and scoured the listings for rentals she could afford on the measly piece-rate wage she would be making. Another loan from the First Condemnatory Bank of Clayton and Lydia Wofford would have killed her. To her surprise, she found a landlord willing to cut a deal. On the sixth day, she broke the news to her parents.

And on the seventh, she loaded Jesse back into the car and sped away, to the promise of a town where no one knew her, a job she could do in seclusion, a house she planned to invite not one single guest to, and a life she could tread lightly on the emotionally safe surface of. She planned on going through the motions rather than becoming truly engaged, while she licked the wounds caused by her own bad decisions and waited for the shame that filled her from the top of her skull to her furthermost toenail to recede. Assuming it ever would.





Chapter Two

Jesse inched his way slowly down the wet truck ramp, sliding one foot back, then the other. Markie followed him carefully, trying to match her forward steps to his backward ones in both length and pace. At a different time, she might have suggested they call out their movements to make sure they were in sync—a simple “Right, left,” or “Now, now.” But he was rationing his words lately, and she knew if she asked him to blow a few dozen on Saturday morning, it could be Monday before he spoke again.

They had managed to get all the smaller things into the house before the rain started. They were leaving the heaviest items for Kyle, who promised he would be there by nine. He had missed the loading process at the old house earlier. A “thing” suddenly came up, he told Jesse by text—they should get the neighbors to help put everything on the truck. He would catch them at the new place to help unload. Jesse wouldn’t admit he was upset with his dad for flaking out. For a while, he wouldn’t even admit Kyle wasn’t coming.

But by ten, he had stopped looking down the street for signs of his father’s car, and at ten thirty, he climbed into the back of the truck, where Markie was studying her watch and trying to keep her anxiety in check. She had until noon to return it to the rental place or she would be out another hundred dollars for the late-return penalty. Since Kyle was as diligent about paying child support as he was about being places on time, every penny mattered.

Jesse caught his mother’s worried expression and quickly turned away, and Markie braced herself for the scowl she knew she’d see when he faced her again, the narrowed eyes and curled lip that said, If you knew we couldn’t manage things on our own, why did you kick him out? The boy had become a master of disdainful looks, reproachful head shakes, and long, accusatory exhales.

It would be so much easier, Markie thought, if he would voice his displeasure out loud, tell her precisely what his issue of the day was with her. She could stick up for herself then—not that she felt she had any defense, but there might be some hole in his argument that she could dig herself out of, some inaccuracy in his reporting of the facts that she could set him straight on. At the very least, she could bust him for using a disrespectful tone. What could she say in response to an aggrieved sigh?

To her relief, when he turned back to her, his expression wasn’t reproachful but pensive, even sincere. Scanning the waiting bed frames and mattresses, the couches and armchairs and the large wooden table, Jesse clasped his long, thin fingers together and lifted his spindly, pale arms over his head in what he presumably thought was an athlete’s stretch. “No problem, Mom,” he said. “We can handle it. We’re, like, totally fine.”

Markie let go of the breath she didn’t know she had been holding. This was the thing about Jesse: just when she thought he was going to incinerate her with a death stare or walk off in a huff, he would say something nice instead or smile at her, sometimes even pat her on the arm. He was like the little girl in the childhood poem, the one with the curl on her forehead—“When she was good, she was very good, and when she was bad, she was horrid.” Markie had a new respect for the fictitious little girl’s emotionally exhausted parents. The vacillations were so draining.

She regarded Jesse sideways, a brow arched. The other thing about him was that he was fourteen, and over the prior twelve months, his body had done the bubble-gum thing, getting thinner as it stretched longer. His arms were thicker at the elbows than the biceps, his legs wider at the knees than the quads. He was embarrassed to wear shorts, and the jeans he was sweating in on that humid first day of August sagged low, not because it was the fashion, but because there was no tush to hold them up. No belt, either: the last time Markie offered to buy him one, he declined, telling her in typical Jesse-ese, a language that allowed only short phrases and abhorred elaboration, “Belts aren’t a thing, Mom.”

He wore small, round, wire-frame glasses, which, combined with his smooth, pale face, made him look a little like a young John Lennon. (When he was in elementary school, she was allowed to say Harry Potter.) His dark bangs would have completed the look if he weren’t tossing his head sideways every thirty seconds to keep them off his forehead. He was a kid who would be picked first for some kind of academic challenge, in other words—a geography bee, a who-can-name-the-kings-of-England-in-date-order contest. Maybe, in his coolest moments, a video-game competition. But something physical, like unloading a truck full of furniture? In the rain, in ninety minutes, with a fortysomething, sagging-in-the-middle mother for a teammate? Not a chance.

But in addition to generously offering up seven words and the trace of a reassuring smile, Jesse gave Markie this certain look, one he had first used the day his father left. It was a push-pull of confidence and desperation, of let-me-take-care-of-you-Mom and please-don’t-doubt-me-or-I’ll-doubt-myself, of man of the house and frightened little boy. It made Markie’s heart simultaneously burst with pride and break with sadness each time she saw it.

“Sure, we can handle it,” she told him.

So there they were, saggy-middled mother and bubble-gum-limbed son, inching down the slippery ramp of the truck, their heavy wooden dining table suspended between them, both determined for different reasons to pretend that the weight of it wasn’t killing them. That the morning hadn’t added another mark in the long column of disappointments they had both suffered at the hands of Markie’s ex-husband and Jesse’s father. That lugging the rest of their heavy furniture off the truck and up the puddled walkway and through the narrow side door of the rented bungalow, on their own, in the rain, in an hour and a half, would be remotely possible.

Both pretending that, on the matter of the moving truck, just as on the matter of their life in general and their ability to function properly since Kyle left, they were “like, totally fine.”

Jesse had barely reached the level pavement of the driveway and Markie was still slipping her way precariously down the ramp when a flurry of activity and noise poured out of the side door of the house next to theirs. A tiny white-haired woman marched outside, her hand raised as though she were hailing a cab.

“Arrêtez!” she called as she stomped across her lawn toward Markie’s.

She hadn’t gotten far before two men—one older, taller, and thinner, the other younger, shorter, and wider—rushed out the door after her, quickly overtaking her. The younger one extended his hand to her, but she shooed him off with a wave and yelled, “Vas-y! Vite!” He spun away and raced ahead, joining the older man in jumping the low wooden fence that separated the two properties.

Markie craned her head slowly to look over her shoulder, curious to see what the men were running toward but aware that sudden movement could send her, the table, and her son plummeting off the ramp. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary behind her, she swiveled her head back around the other way to find that the men were now almost in her driveway, and the woman, who was easily seventy-five years old and couldn’t weigh one hundred pounds, had marched herself through a gate in the fence and was storming across Markie’s yard.

“Arrêtez!” the woman yelled again. “Stop! Put that table down maintenant! This instant!”

The table’s legs clunked hard on the ramp as Markie dropped it. Jesse let go of his end, too, and stood frozen in place, his arms raised at high right angles, hands open wide. As the woman made her way across the patio at the back of the bungalow, the two men reached the truck. The younger one—midthirties, Markie guessed—clad in faded jeans, a T-shirt, and a ball cap, approached Jesse and said something Markie couldn’t hear, and the boy shuffled sideways, hands still raised, giving up his end of the table.

“Madame,” the older man said to Markie, with a small bow. “S’il vous plaît.”

He was dressed more for a business meeting than for racing across lawns and over fences, with pressed suit pants, a dress shirt, and polished loafers. He levered stiffly forward and arced a hand through the air toward her, as though she were a princess climbing down from a carriage, he her devoted footman. She let him help her make a clumsy jump from the top of the ramp to the ground, and when he saw she was safely deposited, he placed one foot on the ramp and stepped up as easily as though it were a distance of mere inches rather than feet.

Gripping the table, he nodded at the younger man, who nodded back, and together they trotted down the ramp, up the walkway, and into the house. The entire trip took them a fraction of the time it had taken Markie and Jesse to move halfway down the ramp. By the time the men were inside, the old woman had made her way to Jesse, and taking him by the elbow, she led him to his mother, planting him in place beside her. He scowled and rubbed his arm, but he didn’t move from his assigned spot.

From the closer vantage point, Markie could see she had been generous in her estimate of seventy-five years and one hundred pounds—she should have added ten years and subtracted as many pounds. The woman wore an expensive-looking linen suit, and diamonds flashed from her ears, collarbone, and a few fingers, making Markie wonder if part of the reason she seemed so cross was that she and her equally well-dressed husband were being kept from some important event. Before Markie could tell the woman they needn’t have disrupted their plans, a jeweled finger wagged in her face. But only barely—the tiny woman had to stretch her arm high to get it close to Markie’s chin.

“The small boxes, I was prepared to let you take,” she said in a thick French accent. “Even avec la pluie—with the rain. And then les autres petites choses—the other small things. Those lamps, the pillows, your suitcases, and the such.”

Markie and Jesse exchanged glances. It was clear their new neighbor had been watching as they unloaded the truck.

“Mais, une table?” she continued. “Et . . .” She leaned around them, peering into the truck at the couches and bed frames waiting to be carried inside. “Non. Ce n’est pas raisonnable!” She put one blue-veined hand on Markie’s arm, the other on Jesse’s, and steered them to the giant oak tree on the lawn beside the driveway. They could hear the rain pelting the canopy of leaves above, but not a drop made it through. “We will wait here,” she said, “in the underneath, and let them finish.”

Jesse seemed thrilled for the break, but Markie checked her watch and said, “I appreciate the help. I really do. But I have to get the truck back in less than an hour. So we need all hands on deck here, including the four of ours.” She indicated her hands and her son’s, and motioned for the boy to go with her to the truck. He widened his eyes in protest, and she was about to snap, “Jesse—now!” when the hand on her arm clamped more tightly.

“Non,” the woman said, with a single hard shake of her head. “This will not help. You will be getting in their way only.”

She pointed to the walkway leading to the bungalow, where the older man was practically running with Jesse’s futon mattress on his head while the younger one trotted along behind with an ottoman balanced on a TV stand. The elder worked his way into the house and was outside again, holding the screen door wide, by the time his partner reached him.

“Thanks,” the younger man said.

The other responded, “De rien,” before jogging back to the truck.

As much as Markie resented being held hostage under her own (for the length of her lease term) tree, she realized the woman was right—she and Jesse would only interrupt the men’s choreography. She could see inside the truck, and she was amazed at the progress they had made already. Thanks to them, she was certain to make it back to the rental place in time. Plus, her son was enjoying the rest, and the truth was, she and her aching muscles were, too. So she stood under the oak tree with Jesse and their petite captor and allowed her weary body to enjoy the break.

From time to time, she saw the older man look over at the woman, who lowered her chin or turned her head or raised a shoulder, each gesture garnering an understanding nod from him, after which he issued a soft-voiced command to the younger one. She’s an ancient infield coach in jewels and pumps, Markie thought. Even better: she’s Yoda in a St. John suit.

Smiling to herself, she tried to catch Jesse’s eye to let him know she had something funny to tell him. She could picture his slow, tilted nod and half grin as he said, “Nice one, Mom.” But he was staring down the street, and when he turned back to her, his lips were twisted, his way of cutting off a frown before it could take hold.

Markie realized, too late, that he must have been on watch again for Kyle, and that the self-congratulatory grin on her face was not the right response for a boy whose father was now more than two hours late. He untwisted his lips, allowing his frown to fully form before it morphed into a scowl, and Markie could hear the words he wasn’t saying: We wouldn’t have needed his help moving in the first place if you hadn’t divorced him and then sold my childhood home!

Before she could readjust her mouth into a more sympathetic shape, he let out a huff and turned, and she could tell he was about to walk away. Distance and silence: Jesse’s two answers to any conflict lately. He took a step, but before he could take a second, the old woman reached out her other hand and caught him by the back of his shirt, and to Markie’s surprise, Jesse took a step backward, returning to his original position.

“Oui,” the woman said, patting his arm. “You will stay.” He nodded obediently, but he didn’t look at her, and he would not meet his mother’s gaze.

To break the tension, Markie tried to introduce herself and her son to her new neighbor, but she could only get out “By the way, my name is—” before the other woman gave a quick, emphatic shake of her head and raised an index finger to her lips.

“See-lonce,” she whispered, gesturing with her chin to the men on the ramp as though they were competitors at a golf tournament and any noise might cause them to miss the championship shot.

My God, she’s bossy, Markie thought, more amused than irritated. It was one thing for the woman to assume Jesse would obey; he was a child. But for her to expect another adult to accede, particularly an adult who (unbeknownst to the older woman) had spent decades perfecting the art of ignoring her own parents’ commands, was so unreasonable it was funny. Markie flashed the woman a magnanimous smile. She has no idea who she’s dealing with.

“I really must get back to it,” she said, taking a step toward the house. She wasn’t eager to resume carrying things, but she could hold the door open for the men, at least, direct them where to set things down, clear a path for them among the boxes and other items she and Jesse had tossed haphazardly inside the door earlier.

The grip on Markie’s arm tightened. “Attendez. Wait.”

Had it sounded like another command, Markie might have laughed and walked off, but the woman’s words were quiet this time, with no hard edge of instruction. Her mouth was softer, too, no longer set in a ferocious line, and as she tracked the men’s movements, Markie could see a certain brightness in her eyes, the kind Markie’s own took on when she watched Jesse do something clever.

“Attendez,” she said again, even more quietly, the word more a declaration of wonder than a command, and because Markie knew how lovely it was to feel what the other woman seemed to be feeling, she stopped trying to talk or move. Instead, she looked down at the gray-white curls, immaculately set, of the person forcing her and Jesse to stand there together, and she smiled.

The “common” in “common enemy” was a start. It would give Jesse and her something to talk about later, at least. Something to shake their heads at and laugh about: the crazy old neighbor lady who spied on them for who knew how long before bolting out of her house to bark orders at them in French. How she held them captive for so long despite being half Markie’s weight and a quarter Jesse’s height. The way she managed, with nothing more than a series of well-timed nods, one or two words, and the grip of a hand, to choreograph both the rapid unloading of a moving truck and a brief détente between a reticent teen and his mother.





Chapter Three

Markie parked the car and lifted the bag of groceries from the passenger seat. After offering profuse thanks to their three unexpected helpers and excusing herself to return the truck, she had dropped it back at the rental place, reclaimed her car, and stopped to splurge on fancy sandwiches from the shop a few blocks away. Tuna and veggies for her, with mayo on only one side, as she was on another halfhearted kick to lose her post-divorce pudge. Nothing overly ambitious, though, and in fact, as she pulled away from the store, she decided that if she could find the cooler they had unloaded from the truck earlier, she would dig out the mayo she had brought over from the fridge in the old house and smear some on the other side. It had been an emotional morning. She was entitled to cheat a little.

A three-meat sandwich for Jesse, with spicy mustard. At the last second, she had them wrap some lettuce in foil and put it in the bag. They hadn’t been eating all that healthily lately, but she told herself if Jesse put the lettuce on, she could feel okay about his nutritional input for the day. Kyle was the only one who had ever bothered putting real meals together. For a while after he left, she had kept up the habit of buying heads of broccoli, bags of carrots, a few zucchini—all of which she would toss in the crisper and then forget about while she and Jesse zapped another frozen pizza or opened bags from the drive-through.

A week or two later, she’d notice the stench in the fridge, pick the slimy things out, and throw them in the trash. Then she’d head back to the grocery store, telling herself she needed to feed her son better, and go through the process again. But she couldn’t afford to waste good money on food they weren’t eating, so she finally gave up the charade, and for the past few months, she had been bypassing the produce section altogether and aiming straight for the freezer aisle.

There was no better enabler of a highly processed junk-food diet than a teenage boy, especially one with no desire to talk while he ate. If they were having proper meals together, actual sit-down, use-cutlery, discuss-the-day dinners like they used to have when it was still the three of them, she might have been inspired to carve up a roasted chicken from the grocery deli, at least. Rip up some iceberg lettuce, toss in some grape tomatoes. Maybe heat a can of corn.

But she had stopped trying to force words out of her son months ago, and while she was at it, she gave up pretending that “just being together” while they ate was helping their relationship. The biggest smile Jesse had given her in months came the night she suggested he might want to eat his pizza alone, in front of the TV, while she enjoyed hers with a book in another room. Their communication had sunk to the same pathetic level as their nutritional one, in other words, although if you counted “Have a good day/You too,” as conversation and pizza sauce as a vegetable, both of which parenting lows Markie had begun stooping to, they weren’t faring so badly.

At the bungalow’s side door, which was half wood (on the bottom) and half window (on the top), Markie was reaching for the knob when the French-speaking woman who had accosted them earlier suddenly appeared on the other side of the window. She smiled at Markie and held up a drinking glass.

“What—?” Markie began, stepping inside and into the small family room, where her neighbor had clearly found the boxes marked GLASSES/DISHES.

Markie couldn’t believe it. She had been able to laugh off the woman’s bossiness earlier, but seeing her here, inside the bungalow, rooting through their things, wasn’t funny. It had been a dreadful morning, loading what was left of her broken life into a rented moving truck, having to tear her son away from his only home, seeing him keep his faithful, fruitless lookout for his father. Sure, it was helpful to have the truck unloaded, and Markie was grateful, but for the past several hours, she had thought of nothing but sitting in the family room, alone, with her feet up, while Jesse hid out downstairs with his sandwich and his phone.

“Ah,” the woman said. “Vous êtes arrivée. You are back. We were . . .” She trailed off and glanced at the glass in her hand. “And then Fraydayrique needed water.” She pointed behind her, to the dining/living room combo on the other side of the kitchen. “Come.”

“I don’t mean to be rude,” Markie said, “and I appreciate all your help earlier, but I’m afraid I’m really not in the mood for—”

But the woman appeared not to hear. She turned and headed toward the kitchen, which adjoined the family room, made a quick stop to fill the glass at the sink, and then continued through the archway that led from the kitchen to the dining room/living room combo. Markie heard some loud commands in French, followed by the supplicating voice of the older man, whose name was evidently “Frédéric.”

In the kitchen, Markie dropped her grocery bags on the counter and sighed.

Footsteps thundered on the basement stairs, then the basement door opened, and Jesse stepped through into the kitchen. He reeked of aftershave, which Markie pretended not to notice, the same way she had been pretending his weekly shaving routine was something more than wishful thinking. She used the task of unpacking the food as an excuse to turn away from him.

“What’s going on?” she whispered, nodding toward the living room.

“She wouldn’t leave, Mom,” he whispered back. The “Don’t blame me” was implied. “I told her we were going to take our time getting things organized, but she wasn’t having it.” He turned back to the living room. “Actually, it doesn’t look half bad. You should check it out.”

Markie glared at the archway. She wasn’t about to prance through it, gaze excitedly around, and praise the meddling Frenchwoman for her handiwork. She had moved here to be left alone, was desperate to be alone, not only today, but for the foreseeable future. She had a past to reconcile and a future to sort out, and she couldn’t do either without solitude. She wanted no intrusions—no new friends, no old ones, either, and certainly no overly helpful neighbors. She huffed and turned back to the groceries.

“What?” Jesse asked, in a voice casting her as the complaining child, him as the patience-strained parent.

“Nothing,” Markie said. “It’s been a long day.” She set her sandwich in the fridge, handed him his plate, and stepped toward the archway and the living/dining room beyond. “I thought we could use a break from pizza,” she said.

“I never need a break from pizza,” he said. “But this is super sweet. Thanks.”

She pointed to the pile of romaine beside his sandwich. “Eat all the lettuce.”

“Whoa,” he said, volunteering half a grin. “Health nut.”

“I’ll go thank them and send them on their way.”

She managed only half a step through the archway before running smack into her neighbor, who held the empty water glass aloft in victory, the creases around her mouth jumping back to make room for a wide smile.

“Fraydayrique had not had enough to drink,” she said, and the expectant way she beamed at Markie suggested he was a shared concern of theirs.

“I, uh . . . ,” Markie began.

The woman took Markie’s hand and pulled her back through the archway into the kitchen.

Markie extricated her hand and put it behind her back. She would brook no more gripping and tightening and holding in place from this woman. “Look,” she said, “it was very nice of you and your husband and son to help us. We’re extremely grateful. But we can take it from here—”

“Och.” The woman waved dismissively in the direction of the living room. “Those ones do not belong to me. That is not my boy. And my husband—my Edouard—he is dead to me.”

“Oh,” Markie said. “Then who—?”

But the old woman had turned to look at Jesse, who was sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter. Markie turned, too, and caught the perplexed look on his face.

“Qu’y a-t-il?” the woman asked. “What is it?”

Jesse studied his hands as he placed his palms flat on the counter, side by side, then slid them slowly away from each other. “I, uh . . .” He cleared his throat. “You said, ‘dead to me.’ I think you mean just ‘dead’ unless what you mean is that he did something to make you—”

“He is dead to me,” the woman said, punctuating her answer with a sharp nod, as though that took care of the issue.

“Yeah,” Jesse said, “but that still doesn’t really clarify the . . . thing . . .”

But she turned away from him, toward Markie, and Jesse shrugged and reached for his sandwich.

“Vous êtes Markie,” she said. “Chessie has told me.”

Markie glanced at her son, who pointed a finger to his chest and mouthed, “Chessie.” Markie smiled at him, and the woman snapped her head around to see what the boy was up to. He dropped his finger and looked at the floor.

“He tells me this is your actual name.” She looked at Markie through eyes narrowed by suspicion, waiting, it seemed, to hear the boy had been lying. When Markie only nodded, the woman clucked and patted her arm sympathetically. “Moi, je m’appelle Angeline St. Denis. This is S-A-I-N-T and then D-E-N-I-S. But you will call me ‘Mrs. Saint’ if you are not prepared to pronounce ‘St. Denis’ correctly. And since you are American, I assume you are not. So. Mrs. Saint, if you please.”

Markie opened her mouth to give “St. Denis” a try, and Jesse, who was fully aware of his mother’s stubborn refusal to be told she couldn’t do something—a trait he shared—shook his head and sliced a finger across his throat.

“Saint Dennis,” Markie said, ignoring him. He winced.

“Och! Non!” Mrs. Saint dropped Markie’s hand, set the empty glass on the counter, and shook two fists at the ceiling, as though cursing the universe for allowing such an imbecile to move in next door. She glared from mother to son in a way that made it clear Jesse had made the same attempt earlier.

Jesse lifted his hands above the counter, palms up, and mouthed, “I warned you.”

“Ce n’est pas Deh-niss,” Mrs. Saint said, dragging out the word in an overly American accent. “It is Duh-nee.” She paused dramatically and then repeated, “Duh-nee. And it is not Saynt, like the ones who go marching in. It is only San, with the t being a . . .” She tilted her head upward, searching for the English word in the kitchen ceiling. “Suggestion,” she said finally. “The t is a suggestion.” She looked at them each in turn again, daring them.

Jesse turned his hands so his palms faced the old woman. “I’m good with ‘Mrs. Saint.’”

Mrs. Saint beamed at him like he had just announced he got into Harvard, and they both turned to Markie, who was determined to try again. Now, with the pronunciation lesson, she was certain she could get closer. She had taken French in high school—her accent wasn’t bad. And she’d be damned if some four-foot-nothing Frenchwoman was going to stand in their kitchen and try to scare them out of trying to speak a language that didn’t belong to her any more than English belonged to Markie and Jesse.

She glanced at her son, ready to press her lips into a smirk in response to his having handed over his stubbornness badge so quickly. But her mouth fell open in disbelief instead. Mrs. Saint was rubbing her hand up and down his forearm in pride at his compliance, and Jesse, who wouldn’t let his own mother so much as tousle his hair anymore and claimed not to care what anyone thought of him, was smiling at her as though her approval was all he had ever wanted. He leaned toward her in a way that said, “Keep rubbing my arm,” and Markie was certain if she gave it another minute, he’d start to purr. She had been trying for the past five months to get this boy, so plainly in need of a hug, to accept any kind of physical affection.

“Mrs. Saint it is,” she said.

The old woman’s smile split her face in two, and with the hand not already assigned to Jesse, she took Markie’s and squeezed it again. Fine, Markie thought, I’ll allow this one last squeeze.

“Bienvenue!” Mrs. Saint said. “Welcome to the neighborhood!” She looked at them each in turn and smiled wider. But only for a split second, and then her expression of delight was gone, her formerly wide, bright eyes now turned narrow and dark. “Alors, Chessie tells me there is no dog.”

“We’re not a dog family,” Markie said.

Mrs. Saint pursed her lips in a We’ll see about that manner, then lifted Frédéric’s glass from the counter, filled it, and held it out to Jesse. “He should have another,” she said, nodding toward the archway.

If Markie were the one to hand him the glass and give the veiled instruction to take it to a man he barely knew, Jesse would stare dumbly at her until she realized her mistake and lowered it back to the counter. Alternatively, he might cock his head as though she were temporarily insane, giving him an order. Or snicker, finding humor in her delusion that he would ever obey. He would most definitely not smile, reach for the glass, say “No problem!” and make a beeline for the living room.

When he was gone, Mrs. Saint leaned toward Markie, motioning for her to bend down so they would be closer.

“Boys only wear that much cologne when they are trying to cover up something else,” she whispered. “While you were out to buy the lunch, he was outside in the back. Fraydayrique believes he . . .” She raised two fingers to her lips in a V, holding an imaginary cigarette.

Markie straightened, took a step back, and shook her head. “Absolutely not.”

“A dog will keep a boy out of trouble,” Mrs. Saint said. “The responsibility. Also to keep him company, non? He seems a lonely one.”

“He’s not in trouble,” Markie said, “and he’s not lonely. He has lots of friends in our old neighborhood.”

“Only these lots of friends are not here, in your new neighborhood,” Mrs. Saint said. She seemed about to say more when the sound of something being scraped across the wood floor came from the living room. “Attendez!” she called, bustling past Markie. When she was almost through the archway, she turned back and put a finger on the side of her nose. “We will discuss it later. The trouble. And the lonely. And also le chien—the dog.”

“I don’t think there’s anything to discuss—”

But Mrs. Saint nodded to herself, as though her own agreement were all that mattered, and tore off into the living room, doling out instructions in two languages as she went.





Chapter Four

Markie’s new living room was only slightly larger than her old master bathroom. She knew this, of course, from her walk-through a week earlier, but she hadn’t been too concerned about it at the time. Sure, it seemed a little cramped, but you don’t get a clear picture of a space when it’s empty, she told herself. It would seem bigger when it was furnished.

But now, her grandmother’s spindle-leg love seat, chair, and coffee table (the only valuable pieces of furniture she hadn’t sold) were arranged, and the room that had seemed small during her walk-through felt positively claustrophobic. She couldn’t breathe suddenly, and she thrust a hand out to grasp the back of the love seat while she coaxed her lungs to fill and her legs to rescind their threat of buckling. Mrs. Saint and her helpers rushed toward her, arms extended, but Markie waved them off.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said, though her gasping betrayed her. “It’s just . . .” She shook her head. How could she explain it?

It was “just” that even the strongest conviction that she would be better off no longer married did not, it turned out, provide immunity against the shock she felt in realizing that she was, in fact, no longer married. And although there had been reminders around her all day—the rental truck, the boxes, the sight of their old house, their neighborhood, and then the entire city in her rearview mirror—it was the puny living room, so sad-looking compared to the cavernous, cathedral-ceilinged space in her old house, that punched her hardest in the gut.

“Would you prefer for them to arrange in a different way?” Mrs. Saint asked. “We thought this would be best for entertaining. Because every seat can see well the fireplace.” She swept a hand, indicating.

Markie considered the arrangement and knew her neighbor was correct. She also knew it was irrelevant whether the furniture was arranged to accommodate company—after she ushered out the three people standing before her, she and Jesse would be the only ones who set foot inside the bungalow for the length of their tenancy. There was no need to share that out loud, though, so Markie smiled, told them it was perfect, and, hand extended, crossed the room to finally introduce herself to the two men who had done so much work for her.

Frédéric said his name the way Mrs. Saint had—“Fraydayrique”—as he took her hand in both of his and bowed deeply. Markie moved to Frédéric’s companion, who hesitated before finally resting his hand limply in hers.

“And this is . . .” Mrs. Saint said, dragging out the last word, her gaze fixed on the younger man until he finally caught on.

“Oh! Bruce!” he said, diving his stubbled chin to his chest and shaking his head as though he could never get that one right, the whole state-your-name-when-meeting-someone-new thing. His cheeks were red, either with embarrassment or shyness, and he seemed to Markie like an oversize, socially awkward child. It was the same way Markie felt when she was around her parents’ friends at the club, with their inside jokes she didn’t understand, their standards for appearance she never seemed to meet. Despite her ambition to avoid all personal connection, she felt an instant kinship with Bruce, and she patted him on the arm, smiled warmly, and said, “It’s very nice to meet you, Bruce.”

Directing her attention to Frédéric as well, she said, “Thank you so much for your help. We lost our moving team at the last minute. Without the two of you, we never would’ve gotten the truck unloaded ourselves and returned on time.”

“Non, non,” Frédéric said, waving her gratitude away. “But it was our play-zire. We were more than happy.”

Markie took in his formal attire and wondered how happy he could be to have foregone his other plans in order to perform heavy labor for a woman he had never seen before. Bruce, his jeans and T-shirt worn-looking and ill-fitting, had presumably not been invited to whatever affair the elder two were planning to attend.

“So you’re French, too,” she said to Frédéric.

“French Canadian,” Bruce corrected, and Mrs. Saint reached over and gave his arm an approving pat. He beamed.

“I am,” Frédéric said. “But corporate America beat out most of my accent over the years. Angeline suffered no such pummeling.”

The expression he directed at Mrs. Saint was so openly adoring that Markie almost said, “Aw,” out loud. How nice, she thought, that the woman had found love after her late Edouard. But Mrs. Saint frowned and turned to the window, and Frédéric, his smile collapsing, stared at his loafers.

“Bruce would like to ask you about the tay-lay-vi-zions,” Mrs. Saint said.

Bruce pointed to the two TVs that sat on the invisible threshold where the tiny living room met the minuscule dining area. “We wasn’t sure which goes where, since one’s . . . you know . . . bigger.”

“Oh.” Markie swatted the air. “Please leave the rest. You’ve done more than enough. Jesse and I can take it from here.” She extended her arm toward the archway and the side door beyond. “I’m sure you’ve all got things you’d like to do. We’re really quite able—”

“But Fraydayrique has brought with him his hammer!” Mrs. Saint said. “His picture-hanging nails, also.” She pointed to a toolbox Markie hadn’t noticed before, sitting on one of several large boxes grouped together in the corner, all marked ARTWORK. “And also there is the entire kitchen to unpack!”

Markie dismissed the boxes of art with a flick of her hand. “I’m not going to bother with those. Jesse’ll carry them to the basement later, along with most of the kitchen things. But thank you so much. You’ve gone above and beyond your neighborly duties.” She moved her arm again to show them out, resisting the urge to jab her finger repeatedly toward the door until they got the hint.

“I should move them TVs, though,” Bruce said. “They’re pretty heavy.”

He had seen Jesse’s stick-thin limbs, in other words, and he had also seen the boy’s middle-aged, out-of-shape mother. And he knew there was no way those two were hoisting those sets anyplace. He shifted nervously, waiting for her answer. The look on his face was so earnest, so hopeful, it seemed a refusal might crush him.

“Sure,” Markie said, letting her hand fall to her side in defeat. “That’s very kind of you. The big one and the stand go in Jesse’s room. The smaller one goes in mine.”

Mrs. Saint made a noise as Bruce pointed to the ceiling. “Big room for you and small for him? That’s how we done the beds.”

Markie started to answer, but she was distracted by Mrs. Saint’s reaction to the TV-in-bedrooms idea. She wanted to tell the woman she was aware it was a parenting no-no. She knew Jesse would stay up too late watching. She knew not having a common set meant she wouldn’t even be able to pass off their mind-numbing tube watching as “family bonding.” But she also knew her son, and she knew what he needed right now, and it wasn’t mother-son togetherness or a bunch of rules about screen time.

She had already tried pleading the TV-and-video game case to her parents, though, and they had not been moved. No way was she about to prostrate herself in front of another judge, and certainly not one she had known for only half a day. So she told Bruce, “Actually, he’s taking the room in the basement,” and before Mrs. Saint could register her disapproval about that as well, Markie added, “That’s the room he requested. He’s had a very rough year. I said yes.”

Bruce redirected his finger from the ceiling to the floor. “Move the bed frame before I go?” he asked. “Can pull the cable down from the family room, too.”

“That would be lovely about the bed frame,” Markie said. “No need on the cable, though. Not in the budget right now.” She shrugged as though the lack of cable wasn’t going to be a huge disappointment to her son—huge enough that she still hadn’t found a way to break it to him—and fluttered a hand in the air. Ho-hum, no big. “He’s got one of those gaming systems he can hook up.” She moved her waving hand in the direction of the family room. “I think I saw it near the side door.”

“Le pauvre,” Mrs. Saint said. “To have a rough year at such a young age. Divorce, non?”

Markie didn’t know if the other woman was legitimately asking if she was divorced as opposed to widowed, or if she was merely confirming what she already knew. It seemed entirely plausible that she might have extracted the information from Jesse while Markie was at the store. The thought annoyed her, and although she felt childish doing it, she ignored the question and pretended not to feel Mrs. Saint’s eyes on her.

Bruce cleared his throat, and Markie was certain it was his way of telling her no one denies Mrs. Saint a response. Had it not been such a stressful day, and had she not recently spent seven days being bossed around by her parents, Markie might have confirmed that, yes, she was divorced. Instead, she pressed her lips together. It was her house—she would decide whom she’d answer. She felt a frowning toddler rising up within her, arms crossed, feet stomping, and she lowered her head so the others wouldn’t see her cheeks flush with embarrassment at her own behavior.

“Let me just check on that gaming system,” she whispered as she scurried past the three of them and through the archway.
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Finally, they were leaving. Markie thanked them again and received a shallow bow and a drawn-out “Madame” from Frédéric, a quiet “Okay, bye”—after prodding by Mrs. Saint—from Bruce, and all of this, from Mrs. Saint:

“Are you certain about the art? I have a housekeeper, she is called Patty, who has a real sensation for art. She could help you arrange on the walls. It would be so much nicer than the empty.

“And what about the kitchen? Chessie says frozen dinners always. Pizzas and the such. Made in a microwave and not even a real oven! My Ronda—she does the cooking for us—she could make some things. Casseroles and so on. Also we have vay-gay-tay-bles in the garden. She could bring to you. She could organize the kitchen, also.

“But what about patio furniture? I saw none from the truck. I have quelques extra. I will have Frédéric and Bruce carry over later.

“And what of le pauvre, Chessie? He should at least have the cable, non? I feel it is included in the rent after all. You will check your lease. If it is not said so in there, you will telephone to the leasing agent, who I think has left it out only. The landlord will pay for it. This I am sure about.”

Markie declined each of the woman’s offers, except for the idea to check about cable. She was certain she had asked the leasing agent about it and was told it wasn’t included, and she couldn’t imagine her neighbor knew better, but it was worth a shot for Jesse’s sake. Mrs. Saint nodded, satisfied to have landed one. She seemed about to say more, but Frédéric tapped her shoulder and gestured to the doorway, and to Markie’s surprise, Mrs. Saint followed him out. Markie smiled gratefully at him, and he winked.

“We will discuss another time the art and the foods and the kitchen,” Mrs. Saint said as she made her way through the door and across the patio.

Markie shook her head and blew out an exasperated puff of air, but she couldn’t help smiling at the retreating back of the elderly woman who had just sacrificed the better part of a day, and whatever fancy event she and Frédéric were planning to attend, for the sake of a new neighbor. Markie still wanted nothing to do with her, but she might be willing to admit the woman was more charming than annoying.

Mrs. Saint reached the low fence and made her way through the gate before turning back. She lifted a hand, and Markie raised hers in a wave. But instead of waving, Mrs. Saint held a finger in the air. “Et aussi, we will discuss le chien.”

Before Markie could form the thought, Nope—definitely more annoying than charming, Mrs. Saint nodded once, turned, and bustled through the garden toward her own side door. Markie was tempted to stand on her tiptoes and peer over the fence to see if the flowers were parting to make way for the old woman as she went.





Chapter Five

Overnight, four wicker chairs appeared on Markie’s patio, along with a glass coffee table and a moveable umbrella on a stand. It was a beautiful set, far nicer than anything she could have afforded. She was admiring it when Mrs. Saint came out, and Markie ran to the fence to meet her.

“It’s gorgeous,” Markie said. “You’re very generous. But it’s too much. I can’t accept it.”

“Non, non. Not too much. Two for you and Chessie, and two to entertain.” Markie was about to explain what she meant by “too much” when Mrs. Saint added, “Anyway, I could not use. I already have.” She gestured to her three-season screened porch, crowded with two love seats, a large coffee table, and a number of chairs.

There was no furniture in Mrs. Saint’s yard, though, Markie noticed, and following her gaze, Mrs. Saint said, “Only I don’t sit out from the porch. Because the sun.” She pointed to the sky and the round yellow enemy hanging there. “That is why the umbrella.” She wagged a finger. “You must make sure to stay under. And especially Chessie.”

It didn’t add up, of course. If Jesse and Markie could avoid the sun with the umbrella, so could Mrs. Saint. And “could not use” was explained less by the crowded porch and more by the fact that there were still store tags on the table, umbrella, and chairs. Markie suspected her neighbor had sent Frédéric and Bruce out to buy it all right after they walked out the bungalow’s side door the day before.

Mrs. Saint wouldn’t hear of sending the men back to take the furniture away, and Markie gave up for the moment, but later, she wondered if she should try again. What was the etiquette of returning a gift like that, though? If Mrs. Saint refused to send Frédéric and Bruce to collect it, should Markie and Jesse carry it back over the fence themselves?

There was a difference between graciously declining a gift and unceremoniously depositing it at the giver’s doorstep. It was too expensive a present in Markie’s view, but then, she didn’t wear thousand-dollar suits on the weekend or keep an entire staff of people employed. Maybe, when it came to housewarming gifts, patio furniture was to Mrs. Saint what a small potted plant was to Markie.

She penned a thank-you note that afternoon, had Jesse add his signature, and asked him to deliver it himself so he could add his in-person thanks as well. He returned to the patio with a dumbfounded expression and dropped into one of the other chairs.

“She said we’re welcome. She said she gives all her new neighbors a gift.”

“Nice,” Markie said.

He held up a hand to let her know she hadn’t heard the rest of it. “She said she’s keeping herself and Bruce and Frédéric and the rest of them out of our way for a while. Giving us time to settle in. She said she’ll check on us later.”

“Later today, you mean?”

He shook his head. “Later, like in a few weeks.”

“Wow.” Markie ran her hand over the wicker armrest of her chair, which suddenly seemed like an even more generous gift now that it came with three weeks of quiet rather than the daily storming of the fence she had been expecting.

Jesse, gazing at Mrs. Saint’s house as though trying to figure out if he had really gone over there and heard the words he thought he had heard, or if it had been a dream, said, “Yeah. I know.”
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Markie walked downstairs around eight on Sunday night to find that Jesse had dutifully begun their Sunday-evening Skype call with her parents. Her son, knowing these conversations weren’t easy for her, had taken it upon himself to initiate them. Every week when she heard the bloop-bloop-bloop of the computer call starting, she reminded herself that this gift he was giving her was worth several days of one-word answers and contemptuous glares on his part.

She loved her parents. She truly did. So much that for years she had dragged her husband and son to see them every Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Mother’s and Father’s Day, to be greeted the same way each time: a knuckle-breaking handshake for Kyle as Clayton looked over his son-in-law’s shoulder at the car in the drive and said, “We were certain this would be the year you’d be able to spring for airline tickets. Well, maybe next year—but only after you take lessons from my daughter in how to hang on to a job. Ha ha ha. I mean, it’s only funny because it’s true, am I right?”

A pat on the arm for Jesse, followed quickly by “Whoa there, mister! Shoes off before you take another step. Remember how things work here. Now tuck in your shirt before your grandma gets a view of you. No collar, huh? Well, we’ll have to make do for now, but Lydia will want to go buy you something better before we go to the club, of course.”

A hug and kiss for Markie, along with a nod in Kyle’s direction, and “Still keeping this guy around, huh? Say, I figured out his secret to marrying up—having in-laws who live too far away to talk sense into their daughter.” Hardee-har-har. And welcome home.

Clayton, whom Kyle had long ago dubbed “the Commander” (never to his face, of course), would then corner his son-in-law in the kitchen to pour drinks and pour on more insults, Jesse would tear upstairs to hide in the guest room with a book or handheld game, and Markie and her mother would settle in the living room to wait for the tray of cocktails, Markie in desperate need of hers and getting more desperate by the second.

“Don’t let him destroy anything up there.”

“He never has before, Mom.”

“He’s a lot . . . ganglier now, though.” This with a frown, as though the boy were growing for the sole purpose of spiting his grandmother.

“I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

“But you’ll check on him in a few minutes. Or send Kyle up. Just to be sure.”

“Fine, Mom.”

“Now tell me. Are you still working?”

“You know I am.”

Heavy sigh. “But surely you wouldn’t choose to work if you had the option of staying home and being a mother?”

This was some of Lydia’s best work—a single bullet that could splinter into multiple fragments and hit more than one target: Markie, for sacrificing her child’s delicate psyche by “dumping” him in one of those—shudder!—“daycare places,” and Kyle, for failing to earn enough money that his wife could stay home with their son.

“I’m a mother even when I’m working, you know,” Markie would try.

“Oh yes, I suppose that’s true, from a technical standpoint. But you know what I mean, dear. Real mothering.”

Cocktails would finally be served, along with an assortment of cheeses and backhanded compliments. One of Lydia’s go-tos: “I always admire your generation, the way you’re not at all concerned about your appearance.”

When Markie and Jesse were there for their miserable week right after Kyle left, her mother put a reassuring hand on Markie’s arm and said, “I think it’s just as well you’ve let yourself go, dear. This isn’t the time to be worried about how much weight you’ve gained or what your hair looks like.” That didn’t stop her from offering to get Markie in to see her stylist, though. “Only because we’ll be eating at the club while you’re here. If we weren’t going to see anyone we know, it would be fine.”

Jesse also spent considerable time in the crosshairs of his grandparents’ criticism during that visit, making his initiation of the weekly calls all the more generous.

“You can’t stay in the guest room all day, dear, with the door closed and the drapes pulled. It isn’t healthy.” Lydia to Jesse, when he emerged for a glass of milk.

“It’s what teenagers do, Mom.” Markie, taking the carton from Jesse so he could escape the kitchen with his full glass.

“It’s not what you did when you were his age.” Lydia.

“That’s because no way would I let a kid of mine hole up like that, all antisocial.” Clayton, clapping a heavy hand on Jesse’s shoulder and steering him toward the kitchen table. “Your grandmother doesn’t need a mess on the carpet in the guest room.” As if the boy were incapable of drinking without spilling or had plans to turn the glass upside down and watch its contents splash onto the floor while he cackled maniacally, his eyes glowing red.

“Say, why don’t you sit right here and read the front page so you’ll have something to talk about when the McLarens and Wilsons come for dinner tonight.” Clayton again, indicating the newspaper lying open on the table. “You didn’t say boo at the club last night. I tried throwing you those softballs about the president, and you didn’t even swing. Let’s make a better showing this time.”

“I’m not really into politics, Grandpa.” Jesse, paging through the paper until he found the comics section.

“It’s all those video games he plays!” Clayton, to the McLarens and Wilsons at dinner later, after more failed attempts to get his grandson to sing for his supper. “They’ve melted his brain so much, the only part of the paper he can understand is the funnies! I’ll tell you what, he’s so addicted he had to bring his own gaming system!

“God forbid he go a few weeks without it. We’ve got that great big pool at the club, the tennis courts, an award-winning golf course, and all he wants to do is sit inside in the dark and play on that blasted TV all by himself!” As he complained, he flashed his teeth at Jesse as though it were all a big, friendly joke between them.

Later, when the guests were gone and Jesse was upstairs taking a shower, Markie asked her parents to lay off. “It’s a different world than when I was his age. There’s more pressure at school and everywhere else. Kids need space to unwind, escape. Especially ones who’re still reeling from their parents’ divorce.”

“Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say,” Clayton said. “Surely the boy recognizes you’re both better off without the dead weight. Did you tell him where the rest of his private-school tuition went? And all his college money? Did you tell him about the . . .” He wrinkled his nose at the thought of having to say the words affairs or adultery out loud. “About the rest of it?”

“Of course not, Dad. Jesse doesn’t need to know all of that about his own father.”

“Still and all,” Clayton said. “It’s been a few months now, and you know my motto: ‘Chin up, move on.’ What the boy needs is more discipline, not more coddling. Tomorrow I’m taking him down to the club, see if I can set him up with a job for the summer. A couple of months washing dishes with the Hispanics will make him appreciate his station in life. You think those people have the luxury of moping in front of a PlayBox, or whatever it’s called, when things don’t go their way?”

Markie had seethed the entire drive home while Jesse, from all appearances, had forgotten about it by the time they pulled onto the interstate. “They’re old,” he said. “You’ve gotta let them say some stupid stuff.” Now he was chatting with them over the Internet like his time with them in the summer had been filled with praise and hugs.

Markie took a five-dollar bill out of her wallet and set it on the kitchen counter. The boy deserved to walk up to the sandwich place around the corner on Monday and treat himself to something better than microwaved pizza rolls. She watched in awe as he leaned against the kitchen counter, laptop in front of him, and laughed generously at another of Clayton’s jokes.

She didn’t know if it was a teen thing or only a Jesse thing, but even on his grumpiest of days, he could always scrounge up some cheer for his grandparents, the same way he had morphed from tired and annoyed to charming and affectionate with Mrs. Saint the day before. She had seen him do the same with their former neighbors, and while her first feeling used to be resentment that he could smile for other people but not his own mother, she had been working on replacing that emotion with something else.

She knew most teens broke out of their sullen phase at some point, but she wasn’t sure about the ones who, in addition to having to deal with the regular and painful-enough aspects of being a teenager, were also saddled with the humiliation and heartache of their parents’ very public breakup. She couldn’t tell herself with certainty that Jesse’s bitterness would be gone in six months, or a year, or by high school graduation, or ever. She didn’t want him to grow up to be one of those people who are permanently in a bad mood, and especially not because of something she had done. So when she saw him smiling, laughing, and offering words without the listener having to drag them out of him, she tried to feel grateful that someone was getting him to be sociable and tried not to care that the someone didn’t ever seem to be her anymore.

Jesse chatted away as he walked around the house, holding his open laptop high in the air, facing away from him so its camera could feed his grandparents images of each room. It was their first tour of the bungalow, and if Markie could manage it, a virtual tour would be the only one they ever got. It would take her at least the duration of their half-year lease to build up enough emotional reserves to see them in person again.

As her son worked his way from room to room, Markie could hear her father exclaiming in the overly cheerful, paternalistic way he reserved for the young and the elderly—and, she guessed, the Hispanics at the club. She could also hear him using words like tiny and cute and starter home. These words did not hold a complimentary place in Clayton Wofford’s vocabulary.

Lydia’s tight “Mmm-hmm’s” let everyone know she was no more impressed than her husband. Jesse rounded the corner into the living room, and Markie heard her mother say, “Oh, and there’s mother’s spindle-leg furniture.” She punctuated the statement with a sigh, and Markie knew what it meant: while some parents might love the idea of their children making use of family heirlooms, Lydia saw it as a sign of failure.

The Woffords had avoided cocktail hour at the club for a full month after Markie broke the news. “Imagine what that was like for us,” Lydia told Markie later. “Not that our reentry was a piece of cake. All the questions! You wouldn’t believe how critical some people can be.”

“Is that my daughter in the corner of my screen?” Clayton asked. “Zoom in!” It was his latest joke, ever since Jesse explained that they didn’t need to put their faces up to the screen to be seen, and that when they did, the view from his end was “Um, a little more detailed than I think you want other people to see. As in, I can see right inside Grandma’s nose right now.”

Lydia was horrified, but Clayton had tried to turn it into a “bit” that they’d all do together—you “zoom in” close to the camera and show me your nose hairs, I’ll zoom right back and show you mine, hardee-har-har. There can’t be tension as long as someone’s laughing, right?

“In all seriousness, though, Markie,” Clayton said as Jesse stood beside his mother, leaving her no option but to join him in the frame. “You need to do a walk-through to check that everything’s as advertised—”

“And if it’s not,” Lydia cut in, “you could use that as an excuse to back out. Take another look for something in a . . . different area.” She meant a better area. The bungalow’s zip code would impress no one. Plus, how would Markie show everyone in her old circle that she was doing just fine if she lived too far away for them to see? It was one thing to have them run you off, another altogether to let them keep you away.

“All moved in, Mom,” Markie said. “And I dare you to tell Jesse he has to load and unload another rental truck sooner than six months from now.”

Jesse shook his head, and Lydia smiled, nodded, and backed out of the frame to “go check on the tea.”

“Like I was saying,” Clayton continued, “you need to make sure the tub drains okay, toilet doesn’t run, faucets don’t drip all night. The key is to assess it all now and make a list of anything that’s not up to par. In fact, Jesse, why don’t you take me around with the computer? We can have a look-see, come up with a punch list. It’s not something your mom needs to be bothered with anyway.”

For a while, Markie had tried telling herself that her father’s belief that women didn’t, and shouldn’t, know about certain things was the explanation for how Kyle had been able to spend their entire savings and their son’s school fund without her noticing. Lydia had never once questioned Clayton about money—Markie was only acting the way she’d been brought up. But she had made her way through all the stages of How Did My Life Come to This? and she had passed finger-pointing long ago. She was standing in a minuscule, badly furnished rental house, sixty-eight dollars in her pocket and not much more than that in the bank, an angry boy beside her and newly disappointed parents in front of her, for one reason: her own willful blindness.

“We should really give the fuse box a once-over, too,” her father told Jesse.

“Actually, Grandpa, our neighbor already checked all that stuff for us,” Jesse said. And because he knew his grandfather, he added, “I mean, not our neighbor, but her friend—a man.”

Markie leaned out of the sight of the laptop camera and lifted her brows with curiosity.

“One sec, Grandpa.” Jesse lowered the computer screen to take himself out of the frame. “Frédéric,” he whispered. “Before you got back from the store, Mrs. Saint told him to make sure everything was set right. Tighten the fuses or something, and the kitchen sink sometimes leaks, and she wanted him to make sure it was better. That’s why he brought his toolbox over.”

“How would she know about those things?” Markie asked.

He shrugged. “Maybe the last person who lived here complained to her or whatever.”

“I missed the dining room,” Lydia said, back now from fake-checking the fictional tea. “And your room, Jesse.”

“Here, I’ll show you again, Grandma.” Jesse jogged back through the kitchen toward the archway, Clayton laughing too heartily at the way the picture jumped on their end.

“Rough seas!” he called. Jesse laughed along, and Markie took the five-dollar bill off the counter and replaced it with a ten. Let the boy upgrade his lunch tomorrow—he could add chips and a soda.

A while later, he returned to the kitchen, no laptop in sight.

“Thanks for doing that,” she said. She pointed to the ten. “For you. For lunch tomorrow. Should be enough for a six-inch sub, chips, and a drink. You remember seeing the sandwich place when we drove in, right? A block that way, and then about one and a half to the right?” She pointed in the general direction.

He looked at the bill but didn’t take it. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

“I don’t mind talking to them,” he said.

“I know, but still. I mean, I love them, you know I do. And they’ve helped out a lot recently, and I’m grateful. But . . . some family dynamics are difficult, that’s all.”

Jesse reached for the ten and shoved it in his front pocket. “I’ll skip the chips and pop and get a foot-long.” He smiled and gave her a gangly hug. “We can split it.”





Chapter Six

They had been in the bungalow for two weeks, and while all kinds of activity had been taking place on Mrs. Saint’s side of the low wooden fence, none of it had spilled over onto Markie’s property. Their elderly neighbor, true to her word, had been giving them space to settle in.

And settle in they had. The scattered shoes near the door, stacks of dishes on the counter, and the overflowing recycling bin in the corner made it look like they had lived there for months. They had only unpacked the things they would need for six months. In Jesse’s case, this meant he had upended all of the boxes marked J—BEDROOM onto his floor and tossed the empties into a corner of the basement, where they would wait until it was time to move again.

Markie had stacked her unloaded boxes in a tidy pile beside Jesse’s leaning tower of cardboard, and she’d filled another corner with all the still-packed boxes they had decided not to bother opening. Anything they wouldn’t need during the span of their half-year lease remained entombed: the artwork Frédéric was ready to hang on their first day; most of the kitchen tools Markie had collected over the years (none of which were required for zapping frozen meals in a microwave); the board games they used to play after dinner.

Jesse had begun ninth grade only a few days after they moved in. So far, he had nothing good to say about his new school. The teachers were “pretty terrible,” his classes “totally boring.” He had met a few friends, including a guy named Trevor who was “sort of cool.” The others were “not so bad, some of the time,” but they had all known one another “for like, ever,” so it had been hard for him to break in.

The walk home from school was “miles too long” and “way too hot.” Markie kept suggesting he take the bus, but he told her buses for high-schoolers weren’t a thing, which meant either that there weren’t any available or that there was no way he was about to take one. Either way, he was still walking.

She had offered him a ride that morning, as she had done every morning since school began, but he gave her a pained smile, which maybe meant rides from moms weren’t a thing, either, or maybe meant he couldn’t stand the idea of being in the car with her. She didn’t want to think about it for too long, so she smiled and laughed and waved and told him to have a great day, all in a way that made her seem more manic than motherly. She was certain that by the time he reached the end of their walk, he would be at least a little happy about school, if only because it would give him an eight-hour break from the crazy woman he lived with.

Since he left, she had been sipping her coffee on the patio while she gazed with forced serenity around the yard and told herself everything was fine, it would be this way even if he were back at Saint Mark’s, where he had attended from kindergarten through eighth grade. Teenagers never liked the start of the school year, whether they were surrounded by strangers or by the friends they had been with since they were learning to tie their shoes.

Markie walked inside, refilled her cup, and chose one of the many stacks of files covering the dining room table to carry back out to the patio, where she had been working most days. They were having an oppressively hot August, and she was trying to save money by running the air-conditioning only at night. The humidity was at an all-time high, but there was a breeze on the patio and shade from the umbrella, and she had been telling herself every day that those were fine working conditions. That it was comfortable on the patio, not stifling.

That reviewing claim file after claim file for Global Insurance Company was gripping work, not a mind-numbing, humiliating demotion from the high-profile position she had recently held as director of development for Saint Mark’s. That Jesse’s identity as Student No. 2432 at the overcrowded urban high school she had enrolled him in wasn’t a shattering fall from the ivy-covered, marble-staircased, khaki- and blazer-filled bubble of Saint Mark’s.

But she hadn’t fooled herself, and she hadn’t fooled her son. The reason the dining room table was available for her stacks of work files was that Jesse was still carrying his microwaved frozen dinners down to his bedroom every night to eat in front of his TV, his phone, or his gaming system. Or to stare at the wall, for all Markie knew, but in any case, he was still not interested in eating with her or in having the kind of dinnertime conversation they used to have.

Or any kind of conversation. Markie got a “Hey, Mom” when he arrived home from school and a “Night, Mom” when she called good night down the basement stairs, but most days she didn’t get more than that. Some days she got less—a grunt after school, the sound of thunder on the basement stairs, and a slammed door at the bottom.

The nothing-but-grunts-and-slammed-doors days, she guessed, were the ones when he couldn’t reach his father on the phone. Any failure of Kyle’s to connect was Markie’s fault, in Jesse’s mind, not Kyle’s. There was no “I can’t believe he can’t make time for me, his own son.” It was only “I can’t believe you drove my dad away.” Not that he ever said it out loud, but she could tell.

Sometimes, because he was a good kid who felt guilty when he had been hard on her for too long, she got a full-toothed smile, an offer to zap her plate of pizza for her, a sincere “Thanks, Mom,” for some small thing she had done for him. And then she felt guilty, because she knew he had forced himself to be friendlier than he wanted to be.

It wasn’t that she was one of those moms who made excuses for her kid’s bad behavior. When he bit a girl at daycare when he was two, she didn’t laugh it off and say, “Kids will be kids,” or talk about how he was simply one of those toddlers who “used his mouth to explore.” No, she told the daycare teachers and the little girl’s parents that it was a terrible thing her boy had done. And then she glared at Jesse all the way home, sitting there in his car seat in his matching yellow-and-blue tow-truck shirt and shorts with his chubby flushed cheeks, and she told him he had better not ever do it again.

She didn’t make excuses for her own bad behavior, either, and that was why she didn’t blame her son for saying so little to her before he disappeared into the basement every day after school. Because she knew she was the one who had caused all of this: Jesse’s surliness, his demotion to public school, her crappy claims-review job, the tiny house, and the tinier bank account that didn’t even allow her to run the air-conditioning during the day.

She had caused it all by doing one terrible thing: she had looked the other way.
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There had been clues—not for their entire twenty years together, but for the last few. Suddenly, Kyle was always having her sign documents, which he described in terms that were equal parts minimal and vague. “It’s just something for the mortgage. You know, since we’re co-owners.” “It’s a bank form—don’t worry about it.” “It’s for the mutual fund. So they have our signatures.” She might have asked for more details, but he always managed to choose the moment she was racing around the house, searching for her purse and keys, late for work. So she would nod at his opaque explanation, scrawl her name, and rush out the door.

She brought the mail in one day and found a FINAL NOTICE statement from the power company. It was an administrative error on the company’s part, Kyle said. Of course he had paid the bill on time—hadn’t he always? In fact, he expected a follow-up letter soon, apologizing for the screwup. When she asked him about it later, he said he had thrown the written apology away. “Only a petty person would hang on to something like that.” Anytime she went to fetch the mail after that, he had already gotten to it.

These things were odd, sure, and it was true he had always had a propensity to spend too much money, but he had taken care of the finances for almost two decades and nothing had gone wrong, so why would she suddenly start asking questions seventeen years in? As for the women, the simple truth, however lacking in brilliance, was that she didn’t want to be cheated on, so she refused to consider that it might be happening.

Kyle suddenly had a work trip every other week, though he’d had none in years past. He wasn’t at the same company—he never stayed in one place long—but he always held roughly the same position (software sales), and it wasn’t like he was moving to better and better jobs, with ever-increasing salaries and travel budgets. So how was it that his work travel kept becoming more extravagant? Maui one month, the Florida Keys another. There was even talk of Paris. “Too bad Jesse and I can’t tag along.” “Yeah, too bad. But he’s got school and you’ve got work, so I think it’s best if I go alone . . .”

What possesses a woman of above-average intelligence to look the other way and keep her head locked firmly in that direction? To blindly accept, “Don’t worry. I’ve got the bills handled. The investments, too. We’re in great shape,” and to never ask to see the statements? To keep her nose averted so she wouldn’t catch the scent of perfume—a kind she doesn’t wear—on her husband’s suit jacket? Markie could answer for only one such woman, and her answer, one that filled her with shame now that she had acknowledged it, was: appearances.

Every morning she stepped over Kyle’s lipstick-collared shirts on the faux Italian marble of their bathroom floor, walked into the attached garage of their highly leveraged McMansion in their too-expensive subdivision, and slid, blissfully ignorant, into her entry-level (leased) German sedan. She hummed a self-satisfied tune as she made her way several blocks west to her office at the school or, depending on the day, a few subdivisions east to the massive home and sculptured gardens of Headmaster Deacon, where she was the life—and, as the director of development, the hostess—of regular fund-raising luncheons, garden parties, and silent auctions designed to bring more money into the most moneyed private school in their part of the country.

She was the epitome of the kind of parent who was attracted to Saint Mark’s, the kind the school wanted to attract more of: well bred, well dressed. Well matched—Kyle Bryant was a stunning-looking man, and since no one suspected what Markie was trying so hard to ignore about the health of their bank account and their marriage, everyone assumed they were the perfect couple. People wanted to be Kyle and Markie Bryant, and if they couldn’t achieve that, they wanted to be near the Bryants, to have their kids attend the school that threw parties that would include the Bryants. She was living the life her parents lived, the one they so desperately wanted for her. The one they had raised her to believe she wanted for herself.

Markie came across as more school ambassador than employee. Surely a woman who dressed like her, who lived where she lived, who danced like that with a man that handsome didn’t actually need the job but only wanted to find a way to put her university degree, along with her considerable social skills, to good use. It wasn’t true. They were private-school parents only because of the work ethic of Markie’s grandfather, who had died when Jesse was four, leaving a sum large enough to send him to Saint Mark’s and then to the private college of his choice. The bequest would pay for Jesse’s education, but nothing else—the Bryants’ mortgage and car payments and everything else counted on two full-time salaries.

Markie would never forgive herself for the fact that, at the time of her grandfather’s death, she was more irritated with her father than she was grateful for her son’s inheritance. “I want your word you’ll put it into a separate account, marked specifically for Jesse’s education, so . . . nothing can happen to it,” Clayton whispered to her inside the lawyer’s office. Had he followed with “Cough, cough—Kyle—cough, cough,” his meaning would not have been more clear.

Surely this was one of those occasions a psychologist would have a field day with, where a child cringes at a parent’s observation not because it is unfair and untrue, but because it is precisely the opposite. In the end, it turned out Clayton had given his son-in-law too much credit, not too little. He thought the fact the money was in an account expressly named “for the benefit of Jesse Clayton Bryant” would keep Kyle from pilfering it.

While Clayton and Lydia held their son-in-law solely accountable for his family’s downfall, Markie refused to let herself off that easily. Kyle’s conduct was reprehensible, but she had sins of her own. She had never set out to collect cars, real estate, and couture the way some of the members of the Saint Mark’s Mothers’ Club did, but she did make sure she had the basic possessions required to back up their membership in the private-school social circle her grandfather’s gift had gained them entry into: a vaulted-ceilinged house in the right neighborhood, a car with an acceptable hood ornament, and a few expensive suits and pairs of shoes.

She wasn’t greedy about it, and she didn’t fund any of it with a single cent of her son’s money. But she used “My son attends Saint Mark’s” to buy her way in, and once she was there, she did what it took to stay. When she figured out people thought she had taken the development job as a means of keeping herself busy rather than paying the bills, she chose not to correct them. She liked having people believe she had the portfolio to be one of the idle rich but the work ethic to forbid herself such sloth. It made her seem that much more principled.

It made her marriage that much more enviable. Sexy, good-looking men like Kyle were even sexier and better looking when people assumed they were single-handedly providing the luxury cars and designer wardrobes and monthly highlights their wives were able to take for granted. Markie had never been the kind of head-turner Kyle was, but in the golden glow of his presumed success, she felt taller, slimmer, more attractive.

She rode so high on her artificial, installment-plan-purchased Golden Couple reputation that she couldn’t see—she chose not to see—that the footing underneath had become unstable. But who would want to face the truth? The divorcing couple around the block, the older pair up the street who had run into financial trouble and now had to put off retirement—those weren’t the people at the top of the invitation list for the best dinner parties in the Bryants’ exclusive neighborhood. They were the ones whispered about at those gatherings, with words that claimed sympathy but eyes that said something less charitable.

So what if the hostess at every party flirted with Kyle when she thought Markie wasn’t looking? So what if he flirted back? Wasn’t that simply good manners? “My wife is in the other room” could be enough to get them stricken from the list when it was time for the next event. And surely Kyle would never do anything to embarrass her in their own town.





Chapter Seven

In April, Markie ran into a group of school mothers having lunch at one of the exposed-pipe-and-brick-wall wine bar/bistro places that dotted the upscale streets at the tasteful commercial edge of their neighborhood, a few blocks from Saint Mark’s. She was there to meet a donor; they were there to kill the hours between their post-school-drop-off Pilates session and their before-school-pickup fair-trade coffee klatch in the school’s courtyard.

There were five of them at a table with six chairs, all huddled over a cell phone. One of them saw Markie and nudged the one beside her, who looked up and nudged the next, and so on, like a group of living, bleached-blonde-and-Botoxed dominoes. In each of their expressions, pity jostled for position with scorn, and when the first one said, “Oh, hey there, Markie,” it was in the tone of a doctor about to deliver the news that the chemo hadn’t worked.

“Ladies!” Markie said, taking her time to reach them while she ran a few speeches over in her mind to address whatever it was they were so ineffectively trying to pretend they hadn’t been discussing: Jesse would never cheat on a test/steal a classmate’s phone/break into one of your liquor cabinets/sell pot during lunch hour. I’m sure it’s a mistake. If he confessed, he’s covering for someone else—one of your boys, perhaps.

She inclined her chin toward the phone, covered now with a diamond-adorned hand. “What’s this?” They exchanged glances, and she could hear the telepathic debate: We can’t show her. / Well, we can’t very well not show her now—she knows it has to do with her. / I don’t want to be the one to do it. / Fine, hand it to me and I will.

Finally, one of them offered her the phone, swiping it as she raised it toward Markie. “I’m trying to get back to the first one,” she said, as a series of photos carouselled across the screen. Markie thrust her hand toward the phone, but the other woman held the device out of her reach and kept swiping. “I really think it’s easier to take if you start from the first one and work your way—”

Markie snatched it from her. If her child was about to be expelled—

But the pictures didn’t show Jesse sliding a baggie to a classmate over the lunch table. Or angling his head to see the answers on someone else’s test paper. Or chugging a bottle of Chivas in the butler’s pantry of one of their houses.

They showed Kyle. In a bathing suit. On a beach framed by palm trees. Standing behind a woman wearing only the bottom of her bikini, her big, bare breasts spared from total exposure only by his widespread hands. The woman’s arm reached out, presumably holding the phone and snapping the selfie as she tilted her head back and grinned up at him. Kyle’s mouth formed a Cheshire cat’s smile, and his eyes, half-closed, completed the expression that any adult would immediately recognize as the contented fatigue of a man who had just gotten laid.

Markie dropped the phone and heard it clatter on the table as she spun toward the door. But she couldn’t take a single step in retreat, because at the end of her turn, she crashed into a woman who was heading for the empty chair at the table. Markie wouldn’t have thought she could possibly feel any more agitated, but this was the one woman in their social circle whom she truly disliked.

She was the woman who headed up the Mothers’ Club, and as Markie had complained to Kyle many times, because of some weird competitive streak or superiority complex, this woman had slowly pitted their Saint Mark’s jobs against each other when they should have been working in concert. She was the only woman whose dinner invitations Markie was tempted to decline.

She was also the woman whose breasts Markie had just seen up close on a cell phone.

“Markie!” she said. “You’re joining us? Terrific! Like I said in my last e-mail, the Mothers’ Club could use more help with this year’s—”

It was then that the woman looked past Markie toward the table of her waiting friends. Her fake enthusiasm faded immediately, and before Markie could think to run past her and out the door, she saw the other woman’s eyes narrow, then darken with something Markie couldn’t readily name.

Of course Kyle was home when she screamed into the driveway moments later and tore through the front door. It turned out his “What’s on your agenda for the day?” every morning that week had been less about taking an interest in her life and more about determining when he could take a midday nap on the family-room couch without being caught jobless. She must have known that before. She must have sensed it in the tone of his question. Now, after her humiliation in the restaurant, she had—finally—lost her motivation to continue to overlook it.

“Let me see the account balances,” she said, clicking the TV off and slamming his laptop cover closed over his poker game. “Right now. All of them.”

It should have offended him that she asked about the money first, the women second. He should have felt the sting of that, and being Kyle, he should have manipulated that rejection into some kind of sorrowful accusation that Markie’s lack of jealousy showed how passionless their marriage had become, and that’s what had driven him to it.

Or maybe she should have been the one to feel hurt when he didn’t start by begging her forgiveness and pledging his undying love, but instead went straight to justifications and defensiveness. But that was the thing about their relationship: forgiveness-begging and love-pledging had long become things of the past. Now it was only about finger-pointing and blame-deflection.

They had been so close in the beginning. So crazy in love with each other—and despite what Clayton and Lydia had said, it had absolutely been true love and not “a grown daughter’s childish rebellion against her parents.” True love, true lust, of the flush-faced, pounding-heart, fluttery-stomach, “can’t take my hands off you, can’t stop thinking about you, can’t spend a day without you” type.

Back then, Markie couldn’t believe her luck. Charming, popular Kyle Bryant, in a different league from her in terms of sex appeal (a different stratosphere, really) wanted plain old unremarkable her? So smitten was she, so flattered by his attention, that it was no effort to excuse a few red flags. So he was a little immature, somewhat flaky and irresponsible, not very good at owning his mistakes, and not particularly ambitious. As the youngest of five and the only boy, he had been coddled like a little prince. What chance had he been given to grow up?

And look at the good traits a childhood with four sisters had given him: he was sensitive, understanding, more willing to share his feelings than any other guy she had ever known. And he was incredibly romantic, forever sweeping her up in long embraces or producing flowers or lighting candles even when they were only having boxed mac and cheese while she studied and he flipped through pages of a magazine. She decided those were the things that mattered most. Look at her parents: her father might have been upstanding and duty-bound since he was five, but where was the passion? If Markie had to choose between dependability and romance, she’d take the latter.

But that was before the kid and the big mortgage. Before she realized that it’s oh-so-easy to devote your heart, mind, and body to another person when you’re both in college and there’s so little stress in your lives. Romance and passion and long talks into the night can carry the day when there are no bills to pay, no jobs to hold down, no middle-of-the-night feedings, no debates about attachment parenting and discipline techniques.

After all those things, after all the pressure and stress the grown-up responsibilities brought with them, after all the tears from her about needing a real partner instead of a second child, the (broken) promises from Kyle about how, this time, he would finally begin to act like one, after all the fights when, ultimately, he threw up his hands and said she was expecting too much, things changed. “Crazy in love” was downgraded to “in this together,” which sank, eventually, to “We owe it to Jesse” and “What would people think if we split up?” For more years than she could count, staying together hadn’t been about the feeling they couldn’t live without each other, but only about their son and how it would look if the Golden Couple revealed their tarnish.

Kyle’s explanation for the mess he had gotten them into was―no surprise to Markie―immature, illogical, and devoid of personal responsibility. As for the repeated job loss, “Look, Markie, you’re the one who wanted me in all these big-shot sales positions. I never said I had what it took to do that kind of thing. I’d have been happier working construction; you know how much I loved those summer building jobs when we were in college. But you wanted a successful businessman for a husband, so I faked it at every company for as long as I could. For you. I could’ve told you they were all going to figure it out after a while.”

As for the money, “It’s always been so important to you to have all the things everyone else at Saint Mark’s has. You think I wanted to be the one to tell you we couldn’t afford all that stuff?” And as for the women, “You try living with someone who’s so much more responsible and successful and such a better parent. It erodes your self-esteem completely! If I hadn’t found some way to feel good about myself, I’d have ended up depressed, or worse. You think that would’ve been better for our son?”

The mortgage company was unimpressed with Markie’s promises that if they would merely give the Bryants a slight extension, she could make things right. Because by then, unbeknownst to her, Kyle had already requested the maximum number of extensions allowed to enable him to divert their monthly mortgage payments to stave off the collection agencies breathing down his neck about the credit cards and home-equity loans that were even more delinquent than the house note. They were all done granting extensions on this account, a mortgage representative told Markie over the phone, in a tone that made it clear just how many times Kyle had called them and how annoying he must have been. But here’s what they would do: they’d give Markie and Kyle six months to either pay up or get the hell out before they initiated foreclosure proceedings.

Markie couldn’t pay. Their “rainy day” fund was gone, along with Jesse’s school account. Enter Clayton and Lydia and their Loan of Many Attached Strings. In hindsight, Markie wondered if borrowing tuition money to keep Jesse at Saint Mark’s a few months longer might have been more an act of cruelty than compassion. Word had traveled through the student body that not only had his parents filed for divorce in the wake of a financial crisis, but Jesse’s father had worked his way into the bedrooms of most of the Mothers’ Club over the course of his son’s nine-year tenure at the school.

There had been vague rumors before—ones Markie had studiously ignored—but in the spirit of upper-crust discretion, the gossip had been tastefully squelched before it had been allowed to gain legs. Apparently, once it got out that the Bryants were no longer financially capable of remaining in the Saint Mark’s circle, it was decided that they should also no longer be afforded diplomacy.

If Markie had paid attention to her husband’s financial shenanigans, she could have put a stop to them before they got so out of control. If she had acknowledged the lipstick stains, the scent of someone else’s perfume, the alibis that didn’t add up, she could have called him on his infidelity, made him renew his vow of faithfulness. If she had stopped to think about it, to piece together that the money and the women were signs of a deeper problem, she could have dragged him with her into counseling, locked the door, and insisted that they not leave until they had worked out all of their issues, recommitted themselves to each other, their family, their son.

Were it not for her willful blindness, she could have spared Jesse the humiliation of trading private school for public, five thousand square feet of living space for nine hundred, family dinners with both of his parents for traded weekends via court-ordered visitation. Relative anonymity among his Saint Mark’s classmates for the infamy of being “that kid whose parents self-destructed.”

The night they told Jesse about the divorce, Kyle pulled the boy aside to say he was sorry about how things had turned out. He didn’t fess up to the maxed-out credit cards, the secret refinancing of the house, the unpaid mortgage statements, his pilfering of Jesse’s education account. He certainly didn’t mention the Mothers’ Club.

What he said was that he had “tried to reason with your mother,” but that it hadn’t worked out. “What can I do, pal? I guess she just doesn’t want to be married anymore.”

When Jesse relayed this to his mother later, he said it in a tone that suggested he wasn’t entirely sure his father had been completely honest with him. Markie studied her son carefully as she considered her answer. The boy knew his parents—he knew his father’s impulsiveness, his occasional immaturity, how it sometimes seemed like there were two children in the house, Markie the lone parent. He knew, deep down, that she would never have given up on her marriage, on their family, unless his father had committed some major matrimonial infraction.

But it didn’t matter what the boy knew, deep down. What mattered was what Markie saw in his eyes, in the set of his mouth: Don’t tell me what he said isn’t true. Don’t tell me your side of it. Don’t tell me anything that will make me question my father, a man whose dependability has always been a fragile, fleeting thing in my life. Because I will not survive that.

Markie patted his hair and kissed his cheek. And did not set him straight. Instead, she let him believe what his father had said, that the blame for the dissolution of their marriage, their family, Jesse’s entire world, lay at her feet.

And that was why, in addition to avoiding their former neighborhood, her job at Saint Mark’s, the Mothers’ Club, and every other person, place, or thing that reminded her of their past life, she was also avoiding her own son. Or letting him avoid her, as the case may be.





Chapter Eight

The side door slammed shut as Markie raced downstairs to say goodbye. “Damn!” she said to the empty kitchen. She should have skipped the hair and teeth brushing. The day before, she had managed to fit those in and still make it to the kitchen as Jesse was making himself a sandwich for breakfast, though when he saw her, he dropped the knife, abandoned the open jars of peanut butter and jam, grunted “Bye,” and walked out of the house, a backpack in one hand and two plain pieces of bread in the other. He must have adjusted his schedule this morning, timing it so he could slip out before she got downstairs.

A couple of weeks earlier, after their first Skype call with her parents from the bungalow, she had made the mistake of interpreting Jesse’s hug, and his offer to split a sandwich with her, as an invitation for her to take another shot at bridging the gap between them. “Listen,” she had said, placing her hand on his, “Mrs. Saint thinks maybe you were smoking outside yesterday when I was out buying lunch. Is that true? Are you smoking?”

He yanked his arm out of her reach. “We haven’t even been here a whole weekend, and you’ve already got the neighbors spying on me? Nice trust, Mom.”

“I didn’t ask her to—”

But he was already halfway down the basement stairs. At the time, she had tried to work up some fury about his walking out on their conversation, but she couldn’t manage it. That was the shot she had decided to take to bring them closer? Accusing him of sneaking a smoke in the yard? She didn’t blame him for being angry with her for that. She was furious with herself about it. She wasn’t two-full-weeks-of-silent-treatment furious, but then, she wasn’t a teenager whose life had been recently upended.

Now she watched from the living room window as he walked down the block, his pack slung over his right shoulder. Her head started to pound, and she headed for the coffeemaker. She pushed the button on the machine and reminded herself that it was Friday, at least. She had an annoying trip to make to her company’s downtown headquarters later, but after that, she would be able to relax. She was ahead on her work for the week, so she was planning to knock off the minute Jesse got home from school.

She wanted to fix things. Maybe they would walk down to the sandwich place for dinner. Catch a movie, even. Her first Global Insurance paycheck had hit her bank account the day before—finally, they could live a little. There had to be some new video game he was after, or maybe some new style of hoodie or jeans that everyone wore at school. They could stop for those things after the movie. Yes, it was bribery. Right now, she wasn’t above it.

Later, peering into her tiny closet, she averted her eyes from the main clothes rod on which her nicest suits and dresses hung—all too tight now, thanks to her post-divorce carb-fest. Hanging on a hook behind the door was the sole businesslike item she owned that still fit: a green dress she had purchased shortly after Jesse was born.

She still remembered the day she bought it. By the time she had loaded Jesse into his car seat, gotten them to the mall, and made her way to the dress department—finally, not the maternity department!—she calculated she had four minutes to shop before he woke and hollered for milk. She grabbed three dresses from the rack and settled on the first one she could fit into—a trendy-looking green scoop-necked item that she loved in the dressing room. When she got it home and under regular light, she discovered the color leaned toward neon, and on closer inspection, the scooped neck seemed to scoop slightly to one side. No matter, though—it didn’t have an elastic tummy, so to her, it was high fashion. She had worn it constantly.

Now she took the dress off its hook, slid it on, and regarded herself in the mirror, wrinkling her nose. She was amazed Kyle had let her out of the house in such an atrocious article of clothing all those years ago. She couldn’t believe she was about to let herself do it again today, and for the fourth time in as many weeks, no less, as she had now been to the Global Insurance office that many times, having started her job before they moved to the bungalow. Climbing into the decidedly not flashy, definitely not European, used car she had bought for $500 after she lost her fancy leased one, she told herself that on the upside, even if someone from her old life were to see her, they would never recognize her.

Downtown, she fought traffic to reach the loading bay at the back of the Global Insurance building, where two shipping department guys would remove the boxes of completed files she was returning and replace them with a new set while she performed her requisite check-in on the fortieth floor. In the elevator, she held her breath and pressed the number. In, out, fast, she whispered to herself—the mantra she had developed after her first miserable trip to the building. There were only a handful of work-at-home employees at Global Insurance. The rest of the company’s vast army of claims processors worked here, in the downtown headquarters, between floors thirty and forty. Markie had only seen the fortieth—the floor occupied by Claims Review and Appeals Processing—but her manager, Gregory, assured her the others were identical, each an enormous square space with a perimeter of offices and an interior filled with cubicles, cubicles, and more cubicles.

Markie had heard of “cube farms” before. The fortieth floor was more like a cube prairie. Across its great expanse, claims reviewers (this was Markie’s job—and it was a quiet one) were interspersed with appeals processors (involving telephone calls). This meant that in one cube, a person might be trying to read silently, while directly beside him someone else squawked loudly into her headset, explaining at several decibels greater than necessary why it was that although Global Insurance was most definitely “On Your Side!” and “Here for You!” it could not, sadly, pay that particular claim.

On her first trip to the office, standing on the perimeter of the cube prairie with Gregory and listening to the sound of shuffling paper and keyboards clicking and people coughing and sniffing and sighing and chairs moving and file drawers opening and closing, Markie had thought of the farmers in biblical stories watching as clouds of buzzing locusts swarmed toward them. This must be what it sounded like, she thought, the droning noise of impending doom. She had scratched her arms and checked the collar of her neon-green dress, shaking the fabric to set free the insects she was sure had crawled under the polyester and onto her skin.

Now, stepping out of the elevator, she tried not to look at the cube prairie as she racewalked down the long hallway and into the office of the wordless, humorless woman who collected everyone’s completed log sheets each week and handed them new ones. Markie didn’t know the woman’s name—the nameplate outside her door said only LOG SHEETS. On Markie’s first visit to headquarters, Gregory had pointed out the office and explained the log sheet–swapping process, but he claimed not to have time to make introductions. Markie suspected he might be afraid of the woman. If she thought less of him for it at the time, she didn’t the following week when she stood on the threshold of the woman’s office and offered a cheerful “Good morning!” only to be met with a pinched-face glare as the Log Sheet Lady growled, “I don’t do small talk.”

Markie set her sheaf of papers in the in-box on the corner of the Log Sheet Lady’s desk, then stood quietly, staring at her sandals. She almost committed the sin of letting out a sigh at the sight of her own chipped toenail polish, but she caught herself in time and waited soundlessly as the woman first checked carefully over the ten pages of completed columns of notes and figures, then made unintelligible marks in a small notebook before reluctantly handing over a new sheaf of blank sheets.

In Markie’s view, more than simply being an exercise in sartorial humiliation and interpersonal unpleasantness, her weekly trips to headquarters were a ridiculous waste of time. Surely, she had suggested to Gregory, it would be more efficient to have all the files scanned and available online, to have Markie submit her log sheets over e-mail, and to have the Log Sheet Lady send new ones the same way. The claims review department was singularly focused on churning out as many closed claims as possible (preferably with DENIED stamped across the front). Indeed, Gregory’s entire bonus structure hinged on the number of completed files his team members reported each week. Wouldn’t everyone involved be better served if Markie spent her Friday mornings at home, adding another dozen or so files to her weekly numbers count?

But streamlining the work-at-home process wasn’t a priority, Gregory had insinuated, though he refused to come right out and say it. Hiring a few dozen work-at-home employees was the brainchild of Global’s human resources department, as a response to shareholder dismay about the company’s being passed over by a number of “preferred employer” lists. It was bad for PR to have the company excluded from those lists, many of which focused on how much flexibility the workplace provided for its employees.

Global’s leadership agreed to give the program a try, but they hadn’t completely bought into the idea, and for that reason, some of the clunky aspects of the program, such as the weekly in-person file-and-log-sheet swap, weren’t likely to be ironed out anytime soon, or possibly ever. Markie had begun to suspect that management was hoping the work-at-home employees would find it all so frustrating that they would finally give up and agree to take up residence in the cube prairie. The company would still earn a place on the various lists for having “offered” the flexible positions, and it would have all its rank and file downtown, under the close supervision of managers like Gregory.

She could imagine the rhetoric in the future press release: “We at Global Insurance have generously offered flexible work situations to a number of employees, and some have tried it. It is a proud reflection on the unique esprit de corps we have developed in our office that each of our work-from-home employees has opted to give up their flexibility in order to join their fellow Global comrades in our downtown headquarters.” If Markie hadn’t been desperate to hang on to her work-from-home privileges as a means of hiding from the world, she might have been tempted to fight for them as a statement against corporate oppression. But reclusiveness was her current focus—she would leave employee subjugation for someone else to rail against.

Stepping out of the Log Sheet Lady’s office, Markie aimed herself toward the two glass exit doors at the end of the hallway. Before she had taken more than a few steps, she heard Gregory call her name from somewhere deep in the cube prairie, and without thinking, she made the dire mistake of stopping midstep. Now he would know she had heard him—there was no way she could race to the exit, pretending she hadn’t. Next week she would be more strategic.

As the considerably sized Gregory puffed and sweated his way down the corridor, Markie studied her fingernails and pretended not to notice how long it was taking him to shuffle his heft the final forty feet that stood between them. She knew she should close the gap herself, spare him the effort, but she was hopeful that having to cover the entire distance would cause him to associate physical discomfort with trying to talk to her so that next time he wouldn’t bother. She also knew she deserved to go straight to hell for such thoughts and hoped her pre-divorce displays of compassion would make up for her post-breakup grumpiness.

Finally, Gregory reached her, doubling over, hands on knees, to catch his breath. After half a dozen wheezing gulps, he straightened. “Whoo! Maybe I need to add more steps to my Pep Walks!” He held out his wrist to show her the electronic step-counter he wore. Not surprisingly, his wasn’t the subtle black she had seen on other men, but the same garish hue that colored the walls of the fortieth floor, the surface of every desk, the cushions of every chair, and even the ceramic sinks and toilets in the bathrooms: Global Insurance purple.

“Purple is energizing!” Gregory had told her during her office tour. She thought “vomit inducing” was more accurate, but she kept the thought to herself, sparing herself the chiding from Gregory that such a comment would be considered, according to the Glossary of Global Insurance Terminology, “Morale Oppositional” or “Potentially Team-Dismantling.” In Markie’s four weeks on the job, she had not demonstrated satisfactory use of GI terminology, despite countless hints from Gregory that her Recommend for Retention Rating would skyrocket if, in addition to her higher-than-average Claims Review Completion Levels, she would demonstrate a willingness to exhibit Full On-Boarding with the GI Way.

“Nice,” Markie said, indicating his step-counting device.

Gregory clasped his hands over his head and attempted a side bend, but the weight shift put him off balance, and he had to thrust an arm out against the wall of a nearby cube to catch himself. Recovering, he patted the cube wall as though he had been making a planned inspection of it all along, and then he shuffled back into the center of the hallway. He wiped a great deal of sweat from his forehead, checked his step-counter again, and smiled.

Markie was crushed that the work of chasing her down seemed to have made him feel pride rather than agony, but maybe she should have expected it. Gregory fancied himself an athlete. His office was filled with the kind of motivational posters that compared work ethic to physical endeavor. On her tour, he had pointed out his favorite, centered over his desk: under a photo of an eight-man rowing crew was a caption that said, WHEN WE ALL PULL TOGETHER, WE ALL SUCCEED!

“That’s us, here at GI,” Gregory told Markie that day. “And I’m like the player-coach. You know, pulling the wooden . . . thingie, right along with the rest of my, uh . . . boat fellows.” Whereupon he had made a motion with both arms that was nothing close to rowing or canoeing or any other sport, water-based or otherwise.

“How’s it going, Gregory?” Markie asked, giving him a warm smile to make up for her earlier uncharitable thoughts.

“Good, good,” Gregory said. He scanned the hallway, the cube prairie, and his own shoes, looking for something else to say, before finally settling on “You?”

Poor Gregory, she thought. As verbally inept as he was, she knew he would like nothing more than for the two of them to have a long, meaningful conversation. He had told her that he viewed his direct reports as friends more than employees. He considered them family, even, having no wife, no kids, no life, really, outside of work. If he spent all day taking Pep Walks and Networking or Mind Mapping or Info Sharing in the cube prairie and didn’t get his own work done, no problem—he would just stay until seven, or nine, or midnight, and finish up.

“It’s worth it, for the, you know, to be close to people,” he told her. Worth it only to Gregory—on prior visits, Markie had spied him from the hallway as he hoisted himself along the rows of cubes, and she had seen the panicked looks on people’s faces as he got closer, the frantic moves to pick up the phone and fake an important call, the mad dashes out the other end of the row for a pretend bathroom break.

“I’m good, too,” she answered.

“Good like your numbers,” he said, grinning. “You’re going to have the highest of the whole team by next week.” He leaned closer. “I had them give you more files this go-round. That’s good for you and for me.” He blinked—she was pretty sure he meant to wink—and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “Not to mention good for GI. But a little bump in our checks is nice, right?”

“It sure is.”

“You should splurge next payday,” he said. “Get yourself something new.” He indicated her green dress, then touched the collar of his golf shirt, which was, naturally, Global Insurance purple. It was also quite new looking, with a crisp collar and a row of buttons that lined up neatly instead of veering west like the neckline of Markie’s dress. Her face reddened at the thought that even Gregory dressed better than she did.

“I’m afraid my next paycheck’s already spoken for,” she said. “And the one after that. And . . .” She made a rolling motion with her hand to complete the idea.

He cocked his head to the side, confused by her gesture, but she had already said enough. She was not about to list for him her many creditors and payment deadlines and interest rates and penalty fees. Or tell him about her strategy of financial self-flagellation: if anyone was getting anything new in her house, it was the fourteen-year-old who had done nothing to warrant having his finger pinched so many times by constantly tightening purse strings, not the forty-five-year-old who had let them get into that condition.

They stood awkwardly for a few moments while Gregory tried to think of something more to say, and Markie tried to conjure up an emergency that would allow her to leave, stat.

“Oh!” she said, patting her purse. “Was that my phone?”

“I didn’t hear—”

“Yes, I think it was.” She rooted through her handbag, pretended to find her cell, and fake-read a terrible message on its screen. “Oh no!” she gasped. She looked up at Gregory with simulated panic in her eyes. He didn’t catch on, so she added, “Something terrible happened!”

“What happened?” he asked.

She turned away, artificially distraught, and raked a hand through her hair, hoping the dramatic gesture would serve to both distract him and give her time to think of some awful thing that required her to rush home immediately. She couldn’t think of anything, so she went with “I know! You’re right! I have to get home right away!” Turning, she headed for the exit doors. Gregory started to walk with her, so she picked up her pace, losing him in fifteen steps.

“What is it?” he called after her. “What happened? Markie?”

“I will!” she called back, waving without turning around. “I will drive carefully! Thanks! You’re a great help, Gregory.”
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This is how the universe punished Markie for pretending there was a disturbing message on her phone earlier: she got a disturbing message on her phone. She had finished her last file for the day and was waiting for Jesse to get home so they could start their mother-son night out when he texted to say he wanted to hang out with Trevor after school. Maybe even stay for dinner at Trevor’s house. He would be home by ten. Was that okay?

Trevor, whose name I’ve heard exactly one time, but whose face I’ve never seen? she wanted to text back. This boy I haven’t met, whose parents I know nothing about, expects your mother to have no problem with your spending the entire afternoon and evening there? Is Trevor’s father going to drive you home, or do they intend to have you walk, alone, in the dark? What are these people thinking, these so-called parents of this so-called Trevor, letting a ninth grader walk home by himself? Tell me the address, and I’ll come and get you at ten. Or right after dinner. Better yet, why don’t you just tell Trevor that tonight’s not going to work out?

At Saint Mark’s, she had known every child, every family, every parent’s occupation. She had most of Jesse’s friends’ mothers on speed dial, could get to their houses with her eyes closed. It was time to remind her son of this, she thought as she reread his text. She would do it over dinner that night as they reconnected. They could leave Trevor of the Negligent Parents to invite some other unsuspecting kid over while she explained to her child that he needed to take things a little more slowly when it came to his social life. She wasn’t at all comfortable with this insane public-school laxness where kids made plans willy-nilly with people their own parents had never even laid eyes on. He had to give her some time to catch up.

I’m not so sure, she finally texted back. I’ve never met Trevor.

?? Jesse replied, and because Markie had an honorary PhD in Interpreting Teenage Boys, with a major in the Naturally Quiet subset and a minor in the Recently Turned Sullen, she knew exactly what “??” meant: This again, Mom? First you grill me about sneaking cigarettes in the backyard, and now you don’t trust me to choose my own friends? What’s next—you going to check to see if my toothbrush is wet after I tell you I’ve brushed?

She set her phone in her lap and closed her eyes. He was adapting to his new surroundings, making friends. Did she really want to interfere with that, to tell him to hold on just one minute, let’s stop this forward advancement and rewind things to how they used to be? This was how things were now. And if that made her nervous, if that made her feel uncomfortable, then she was going to need to suck it up and learn to be nervous and uncomfortable.

Never mind, she texted back. Ten is fine.





Chapter Nine

One morning the following week, as Markie lowered herself into one of her patio chairs, a stack of files cradled in her arms, she heard the door from Mrs. Saint’s house to her screened porch open and close, the scraping of chairs on the wood floor, the clatter of dishes being placed on the coffee table, and the voices of the elderly woman and the four members of her staff as they prepared to sit down. Coffee hour was about to begin, and Markie could predict exactly how the next sixty minutes would go.

She hadn’t set out to memorize the daily goings-on across the fence, or even to take note of them. She had no interest in getting to know her neighbor or the elderly woman’s household employees or how any of them went about their days. Her goals were to be alone at her own house and to maximize her income by reviewing as many claim files as she could. But the fact was, it was impossible to live or work in the bungalow without hearing almost every word spoken next door. Mrs. Saint had half an acre at least, but her house sat so far back from the street that it was mere steps from the low wooden fence that separated the two yards. Markie’s property was tiny—there were only a few feet of lawn space between the house and the property line. This meant that neither Markie nor Mrs. Saint could have a conversation in their yards, or even inside their houses if the windows were open, without the other hearing.

Markie had taken to whispering to Jesse when they spoke on the patio and to making sure her kitchen window was closed before she called down the basement stairs to let him know the pizza was ready, or that she was going up to her bedroom to watch TV, or any other announcement that might elicit a disapproving finger wag from her neighbor. She made work-related phone calls from the patio from time to time but never personal ones—those she took inside, from the corner of her bedroom farthest away from her neighbor’s house.

Mrs. Saint took none of those kinds of precautions, however, and that was why Markie could predict not only how coffee hour would go, but the rest of the day as well. First, Ronda, the cook, would produce a tray of baked goods, apologizing about how undercooked or burned or misshapen they were, while everyone would tell her it all looked wonderful. But halfway through the meeting, when Ronda went inside to fetch more coffee, the others would huddle together and discuss in hushed voices how terrible the day’s scones or muffins were and how they planned to get rid of them. The least offensive ones could be rendered somewhat edible by smothering them with jam, while the worst would be tossed out the door and onto the lawn for Bruce to collect later and bury at the bottom of the compost bin behind the garage.

Next, Mrs. Saint would ask Bruce, Patty, and Ronda what they had planned for the day, and no matter what answer they gave, she would offer suggestions for amendment: Do this thing first, the other second. Spend more time on that one than you did last week. Markie noticed that Mrs. Saint rarely asked Frédéric how he intended to spend the day, and when she did, it didn’t seem she was doing it to provide a critique, but only to make conversation. After the meeting ended, Frédéric and Bruce would confer outside the screened porch for a few minutes while the sounds of running water, clinking dishes, and Ronda’s humming would float out the kitchen window. Markie would have thought cleaning the kitchen might be something on Patty’s list, but she was trying not to let herself deliberate over the proper division of tasks between the cook and the housekeeper.

Several times during the day, Mrs. Saint would check on everyone’s progress—Markie could hear her voice ringing out through the house or yard as she pointed out errors and made suggestions for fixing them. Most of the fixes seemed to require Frédéric’s oversight, so Markie heard his voice often, as well, as he checked in on the others and tried to help them avoid disaster before it was too late.

“That kind goes in the shade, not the sun, remember?” she had heard him call to Bruce when the other man was poised to plant a shrub in the wrong spot in the garden. “You have to unplug the iron every time,” she had heard him remind Patty—not that this one had stuck, as Markie heard him say it almost every day. She had lost count of the number of times she had heard his low, gentle voice in the kitchen, followed by Ronda crying, “Oh, you’re right! I can’t believe I did that again! It’s completely ruined!”

At the end of the day, Patty would leave in a frantic hurry, claiming she was going to be late for some evening activity that everyone seemed aware of but no one ever named, while Ronda, Bruce, and Frédéric stayed to eat dinner with Mrs. Saint. Markie found the fact that her neighbor took all of her meals with her employees to be equal parts endearing and controlling—which, she had decided, was the perfect description for the Frenchwoman herself.

Markie was opening her first claim file when she heard her neighbor’s voice. “So. You will join us for coffee today?” She was at the fence, gesturing to the screened porch behind her, where the others were still getting set up. “It has been some long time now.”

In the three weeks since she and Jesse had moved in, Markie had exchanged polite waves with Frédéric and a few sentences with Bruce, but she hadn’t yet met Ronda or Patty, or Patty’s young daughter, Lola, who appeared at the house after school and on weekends, or Patty’s mother, Carol, who came only rarely and never stayed long. And she hadn’t heard a peep from Mrs. Saint, until today. True to her word, the older woman had given them time to settle in.

Markie raised her coffee cup. “Thank you, but this is my caffeine quota for today, I’m afraid.” With her other hand, she lifted her file. “And now I’m on the clock.”

“But are you paid by the hour with such a job?” Mrs. Saint moved a hand to her hip and tilted her head, and Markie felt like an eight-year-old who had been caught shoving all her dirty clothes under the bed.

She also felt a small amount of irritation at Bruce, to whom she had once revealed the nature of her job and the fact that her pay was piece rate. As the groundskeeper not only for Mrs. Saint but also for the bungalow’s landlord (something he had shared with Markie during her first week living there), Bruce was always outside, often hovering nearby. Thankfully, he seemed as uninterested in conversation as Jesse, but one day he ambled close to the patio and confessed he had been wondering about the stacks of files she was always working on.

Recalling how socially awkward he had seemed the day she met him, she wanted to reward him for his effort in initiating a conversation, so she told him a little about her job. She didn’t want him to think she was slacking by stopping to chat—no matter how little she cared about insurance claims review, she was determined to bring her trademark work ethic to it—so she had also explained she was paid by the file, not the hour.

“I mean, I’ve started work for the day,” she told Mrs. Saint. “And I don’t like to stop once I’ve started. Trying to harness momentum.”

“Oui,” Mrs. Saint said, nodding with understanding. “Because this is a job much more boring than your last. So it is hard to keep excitement.”

Markie was stunned—she hadn’t shared any such information with Bruce. Noticing her shock, Mrs. Saint said, “Chessie tells me, when he is walking home from school last Friday.” She pointed in the direction of her front door, out of Markie’s sight.

Markie widened her eyes in disbelief. Jesse hadn’t mentioned being intercepted by their neighbor as he walked home. Most likely because he hadn’t thought much of it, she told herself; it probably seemed like a coincidence to her naive son that the old woman happened to be out front at the precise time the high school kids were walking past. Leave us alone while we settle in, my eye. Markie told herself that later she would order Jesse to take the bus home from now on or find a different walking route. Perhaps she should tack on a threat of some kind—the loss of his precious gaming system, for starters—if he so much as aimed an eyeball in their neighbor’s direction again, let alone revealed another fact to her about himself, his mother, or life inside the bungalow.

The porch door banged shut, and the old woman turned to peer through the screen. They were all sitting now, waiting. “So you will keep up the working for now,” she told Markie. “And I will come over in”—she consulted her watch—“two and a half hours. When it will be time for a break.”

Markie felt her body sag and hoped it wasn’t apparent to her neighbor. She had so wished Mrs. Saint’s I’ll-give-you-time-to-settle-in would last longer. “I don’t take breaks” formed on her tongue, even though every morning she stood, stretched, adjusted the angle of the umbrella, and took her time carrying her coffee cup inside. If she was feeling exceptionally guilty about her general inactivity, she made a trip—sometimes even two—around the outside of the house.

Other days, she stood at the kitchen counter and paged through a magazine or read a chapter of a book before returning to the patio and the claim files that awaited her. She did all of this at roughly eleven—the exact time Mrs. Saint had said she would come over. Markie swallowed the fib, and before she could think of a better excuse, the old woman nodded once, turned, and walked away.





Chapter Ten

Two and a half hours later, Mrs. Saint deposited a gift basket at Markie’s feet and eased her tailored-suit-clad body—houndstooth check, with a silk blouse and heels—into one of the other patio chairs. It turned out she and Frédéric hadn’t been wearing formal clothes on Markie and Jesse’s move-in day because of some special event, but simply because that was how they always dressed. Each time Markie had seen Mrs. Saint since then, the older woman had been wearing another expensive suit, and Markie had watched in amazement as Frédéric helped Bruce with any number of hot, dirty jobs—digging up bushes in the hot sun, kneeling in another part of the garden to replant them—while clad in suit pants, a dress shirt, and loafers.

“So,” Mrs. Saint said, arranging herself so her back was ramrod straight, her legs angled back and to the side and crossed neatly at the ankles. “You will come for coffee another day. Get to know everybody. They are all eager to talk with you.”

“I’m really more of a start-the-day-in-silence type,” Markie said.

“For lunch, then.”

“I’m afraid I’m not very social these days.” Markie gave what she hoped was an unapologetic smile, her way of putting a friendly but emphatic end to the discussion.

“Because the divorce.”

Markie’s smile wilted. She wasn’t about to exchange confidences with a woman she barely knew. “Because we won’t be here long,” she said. “Our lease is up at the end of January. So there’s no point.”

“But do we not all need a community, no matter how long or short we are in a place?”

“I have my son.”

Mrs. Saint nodded in the manner of someone who wasn’t convinced, but Markie made a show of staring at the cloth-covered gift basket until the other woman left the matter alone and followed her gaze.

“Muffins,” Mrs. Saint said. “Half made by Ronda and half from the store.” Lowering her voice, she said, “She tries hard. But I wanted to bring some others, just in case. I put a jar of jam, too. And, also, Ronda has sent you a gift.”

She reached under the cloth and extracted a small square box made of Popsicle sticks, handing it to Markie. It was a tiny replica of the bungalow, complete with accurately placed windows and doors, and even the half story for the main bedrooms and bathroom. It had been painstakingly crafted—not a single gap showed between the sticks, there wasn’t one stray blob of wood glue, and the pieces forming the half story were precisely cut to allow a snug fit for the roof. There were even curtains on the upstairs windows.

Markie had seen Ronda several times as the cook crossed the lawn to take a drink or snack to Frédéric and Bruce, or to ask Frédéric for help with something. Her perfectly round, permanently flushed face sat atop her equally circular body, making her look, even from a distance, like a risen loaf of bread dough. Markie regarded the wooden house and tried to picture Ronda’s thick fingers constructing something so precise. It must have taken her hours, Markie thought, pressing a hand to her chest. She had received plenty of lovely gifts in her lifetime, but no one other than her own son had ever given her something handmade, until now.

Turning the structure in her hands, she located the side door, which was attached by two minuscule hinges and propped open. Two small cloth figures were affixed to the door, one in black pants and twist-tie flip-flops, the other in denim pants and a T-shirt. “How adorable! Is this me and Jesse?”

“Mais oui. She is a faith healer, Ronda. Or so it is what she says. Which I do not know about this, honestly. Magic and special powers for things, I am not so sure. She likes to send luck to people by making totems such as this. Of course, no one of us can say that when the good thing happens, this was because of the totem rather than a person’s own hard work and the fate of the world. And when the good thing does not happen, well, she of course cannot explain.

“But”—she dipped her chin—“this is a thing she feels very strong for. And so we have gotten used to seeing her totems all over the everywhere. This”—she gestured to the house—“is to bring you luck in your new home so that you will have a long, happy time here.” She reached out and touched the paper faces of the dolls. “You see? They smile. And also”—she moved her finger to the figures’ pipe-cleaner arms—“they hold hands. So we will hope that Ronda does have some powers, non?”

Markie bit back her annoyance. What did Mrs. Saint think she knew about Markie and her son? What exaggerated story had she relayed to her employees about them, to make Ronda think they needed some magic totem power to help them connect with each other?

“Well, she’s done a lovely job of the house,” Markie said, “and it was a cute idea to include the dolls. But we’re fine, my son and I. Quite fine.”

Mrs. Saint smiled thinly, and Markie felt like a child who had just told a wild story to her patient grandmother. She ignored the feeling and pressed on. “And we’re leaving soon, like I said. So while I’m sure it’ll be a happy stay for us, it won’t be a long one.”

Mrs. Saint set her chin and looked away as though she knew better about whether they’d be leaving soon or not, and Markie fought the temptation to ball her hands into fists and say, “And you can’t stop us, either!”

“Anyway,” Mrs. Saint said, “Ronda has been having this sit in the kitchen, waiting. She wanted to leave it outside the screened porch so it would be closer to you and bring you luck sooner. But Patty reminded that Bruce might step on. This has happened many times with gardening totems she has made for him.”

“Well, it was very thoughtful of you,” Markie said. “And of Ronda. The muffins and the little house and the time to ourselves. We’re pretty introverted, Jesse and I. Not everyone understands that. You have more visitors in a day than we do in a month.”

Mrs. Saint craned her head to look at something on her side of the fence, and Markie suddenly heard Bruce and Frédéric behind her, discussing something about a wheelbarrow and mulch. She was tempted to ask Mrs. Saint to confirm the theory she had developed, that Frédéric played the role of general contractor rather than regular employee. But that would violate the rule she had set for herself: Stop being curious about them.

“It must be a nice thing to have so much help,” she said instead. “Keeping up with a house can be so physically tiring.”

“Och,” her neighbor said. She leaned close and whispered, “Sometimes I think the most tiring thing is to fix all their mistakes!” She indicated the basket, with Ronda’s muffins and the store-bought replacements.

Before Markie could stop herself, she leaned in, too, and whispered, “But if they’re not good at their jobs, then why—?” She clapped her lips together, trapping the rest of her question. She did not care. She could not. She would not.

The older woman had guessed, though, and tilted forward even more, beckoning for Markie to do the same. When their heads were almost touching, she whispered, “Mes défectueux, they are all in need of help. But who wants to be told this straight in the face? Or to be handed charity? So I give my help by asking for theirs. And by paying for honest work. Not always good, but honest.”

Markie heard the men’s voices receding as they walked to the end of the driveway for their first load of mulch. Keeping a watchful eye trained on her yard, Mrs. Saint, her voice still low, said, “In the past, with les autres, I was very strict, always demanding for them to learn to do it right the first time. I wanted them to move on, get real jobs, with bosses who would not allow for the repeating of so many things. Those ones, they worked for me only for one month, two months, before I push them out, to a better life, on their own.”

The men’s voices got louder, and Mrs. Saint put a finger to her lips, glancing casually around the patio to make it seem, in case Frédéric and Bruce looked over, that she was merely enjoying a pleasant morning at the neighbor’s and not talking about them. While they waited for the men to deliver the mulch and then retreat out of earshot for another load, Markie shifted in her chair and surveyed her neighbor’s house and yard, both understated yet immaculately maintained.

The house was a ranch of unimposing size, but its gray exterior walls were so rich, its white window trim so crisp, Markie suspected it must be repainted at least once a year, if not more often, and possibly hand-washed in between. The lawn rivaled the golf course at the Woffords’ club for flawlessness, and the garden beds along the fence and the side of the house, while filled with local plants and flowers rather than anything showy or exotic, were tended with the sort of care Markie would expect if Mrs. Saint’s home were open to the public.

Markie had no idea what Mrs. Saint was paying everyone, but if she had enough money to employ a staff for years, surely she could afford to live in a much nicer part of town where the homes were truly impressive. If it were Markie at seventy-five or eighty years old with that kind of wealth, she would upgrade immediately and cruise into her final chapters in a tony area with fancy new zero-lot-line condos—maintenance-free construction, no landscaping or yard to keep up, and neighbors who didn’t turn over with each lease term.

Behind her came the sound of shovels scraping the bottom of the wheelbarrow, then the squeaking wheel of the vessel as someone pushed it back to the driveway. Mrs. Saint watched them go, then leaned in again. “Now I am much too old for this, for pressing them to get better and find somewhere else to go. I am much too . . .” She tapped two gnarled fingers over her heart.

“Oh!” Markie said. “Are you ill?”

Mrs. Saint frowned at the fingers on her heart as though she hadn’t realized they were there, and then she dropped her hand, and her gaze, to her lap. “I get tired more easy, is the thing I mean. Because I am older. This is all.”

Markie doubted this was all, but she wasn’t about to push on a personal health matter despite her suspicion that if their roles were reversed, her neighbor surely wouldn’t allow her the same privacy. “Well, you and Frédéric get around pretty well, I’d say,” she said instead.

Mrs. Saint’s head snapped up, and her dark, narrowed eyes told Markie it would have been better to push about her health than comment on her age. “Och! But he is much older than I am!”

Markie managed to keep from saying, “Nice try!” or arching a skeptical brow, but the old woman must have detected her disbelief anyway, because she said, “Many people find it a surprise. But this is why smoking is a bad idea, I tell to Patty. Frédéric has never done, and I have all the years along. So this is what I get for that: people think me the same age, when I am a complete ten years younger.

“Can you believe there are even people who ask to me what it was like in the Second World War? As if I lived in that time?” She stared at Markie with practiced incredulity, waiting, it seemed, for Markie to verify the ridiculousness of such a notion. Or, more accurately, to indicate she had bought the charade.

“It takes a lot of work, to do the training of many people,” Mrs. Saint said, evidently eager to move off the topic of her age. “I have not the stamina for it now. Also, I am not so able anymore to keep up with all these details of who is looking for help, what are the skills they want, where the applications must go, and the such.

“Alors, these ones”—she gestured toward her house, indicating the helpers in and around it—“I think maybe they will never be able to leave me. Not unless they decide to teach themselves to do their things correctly and then find a new job on their own, locating the place and giving the application and all of it. But I do not think these are things that will happen.

“Frédéric tries to fill into my shoes, but he is not stern enough.” She shook her head, but there was more affection in the gesture than frustration, Markie thought. “Always he has been too forgiving, that man.”

Mrs. Saint’s left hand moved to her right, and she touched the wedding band she wore on her right ring finger, the universal sign for widowhood. Watching, Markie recalled the older woman talking about her “Edouard” and wondered if one of Frédéric’s too-forgiving acts had been to let Mrs. Saint know she was free to pine for her late husband forever and never return Frédéric’s affection.

“He insists on impossible things from himself,” Mrs. Saint continued, “but then he lets others . . .” She frowned, sighed, and said nothing more.

They were silent for a few moments, Mrs. Saint lost in thought and caressing her wedding band, Markie regarding the old woman with a curiosity she tried, and failed, to extinguish.

“Anyway,” Mrs. Saint said, “because I cannot help them like before, and he never could do it all himself, I have been hoping someone else would come along someday to take up the job.”

She considered Markie for such a long time, and with such intensity, that Markie felt her head reflexively shaking no before she even heard what Mrs. Saint said next: “This is why I was so happy to hear that a young woman was moving in beside. Someone with a working-at-home job, especially, who would be around always. Someone with more energy than I have.”

Still moving her head from side to side, Markie pressed herself against her seat back, as though by creating a greater distance between them she could guard herself from the outrageous request her neighbor was hinting at. She couldn’t believe this woman! Not only had she obviously extracted Markie’s age and employment information from the bungalow’s leasing agent, but she had made the unilateral decision—before Markie even arrived on the scene!—that the new tenant should be the one to take over as employment counselor for her apparently unemployable staff!

Markie eyed the Frenchwoman and wondered what other information she had squeezed out of the agent. The number of personal questions on the housing application had been so alarming that had she not been so desperate to get Jesse and herself out from under the thumbs and judgmental glances of Clayton and Lydia, she would never have filled out a single line. Even with her urgency to find a place, she’d had second thoughts after hitting “Send” on the online application. Did she really want to deal with such an overreaching leasing agent?

Plus, the place was more than she could afford and required a full-year commitment. She had been offered the Global Insurance job only that morning—she couldn’t be certain it would work out for an entire year, and even if she could be sure, a hefty rent payment was a big risk for someone who was paid piece rate instead of a guaranteed monthly wage. She listed her concerns in the “Notes” section of the rental application and reminded herself that things happen for a reason: if they rejected her because of her financial instability, it wasn’t meant to be.

Within an hour, she heard back: they were willing to reduce the monthly rent by 10 percent, waive the security deposit, and shorten the lease term to six months with an option to extend. If those new terms appealed to her, all she had to do was send a check for the first month’s rent, and the place was hers. Having recently been hoodwinked on the financial front, Markie was suspicious. “That’s very generous,” she wrote back, “but would you mind telling me why you’re so willing to cut such a deal?” The place had been vacant for some time, the agent replied, and the landlord was eager to fill it. Satisfied, Markie put a check in her parents’ mailbox that night.

“I’m afraid I’m not the help you were expecting,” Markie said, her voice firm, her position nonnegotiable. She indicated the stack of files beside her chair. “I have so much work. And . . .”

“And a boy,” Mrs. Saint said.

Markie couldn’t tell if the older woman was being understanding or if she was pointing out that with only one child, Markie had plenty of time to serve as the new outplacement coordinator. “And like I said, we’re moving soon, so there wouldn’t be time anyway.”

“It is only that I worry,” Mrs. Saint said. “What would they do if anything happened to me?”

She steepled her fingers, and as she bent her head to study her hands, Markie considered how endearing it was for Mrs. Saint to care so much. The woman might be nettlesome, but she was also selfless.

“I’m sure you worry,” Markie said. She wasn’t getting involved, but she wasn’t without compassion. “Maybe there’s a community organization that could help. Some kind of job-skills training center or something.”

“Yes.” Mrs. Saint looked up. “This is a good idea. I will look into.”

“Good,” Markie said. “I hope you find something.” Eager to move the conversation away from the subject of her own involvement with Mrs. Saint’s employees, she said, “So you’ve been doing this for a long time, it sounds like. Hiring people to work around your house, coaching them, helping them get jobs?”

“My Edouard has provided me with more money than I need. And we have all learned, have we not, that we are to help our neighbor? This is a way I could help.”

“So it’s a religious calling?” Markie asked. Confusion registered on the older woman’s face, so Markie explained. “‘We are all to help our neighbor,’ you said. I thought maybe it was some sort of instruction from the Bible or something. And I guess I assumed you were Catholic, since you’re from Quebec. I’m sorry if that was—”

“Mais oui,” Mrs. Saint said. “Catholic. Of course. But this is not something I have learned from a Bible anyway. Only something I have learned from life.”

“Well, it’s a lovely idea, helping a neighbor,” Markie said. “And I’m sure there are plenty of people like you who do it for reasons other than religion. It’s a way of giving back, isn’t it? And that can be especially appealing to someone who received a great deal of help themselves once—”

“Of course not!” Mrs. Saint dropped her hands and pressed so firmly on the arms of her chair that it seemed she was about to stand and leave. She didn’t move, though, and after a moment she composed herself. “Of course not,” she repeated, this time more quietly.

Markie considered pointing out that she only meant her statement to be generic—she wasn’t suggesting this was the case for Mrs. Saint specifically. Given the violent reaction, though, it felt like the wiser choice to leave it alone, so instead she said, “Well, it’s extremely thoughtful of you. Lots of people have plenty of money, but they don’t use it on anyone but themselves.”

Mrs. Saint swatted the compliment away and turned from Markie, pretending to examine the shrubs bordering the patio, while Markie added “humble” to the list of positive attributes she was starting to appreciate in the older woman. She would still prefer to avoid Mrs. Saint for the remainder of her time in the bungalow, but there was no denying the fact that the woman was doing a great amount of good in the world. More than Markie ever had.

More than her parents had, too, as far as she knew. How many worthy causes could have been aided with the amount Clayton and Lydia spent on annual country club dues, she wondered, before she checked herself and her hypocrisy. Hadn’t she told herself only moments ago that with the kind of money Mrs. Saint had, her own investment would be in a swanky condo? And hadn’t she had that thought mere moments before she advised her neighbor in no uncertain terms that she would not be signing on to help?

“Where did you meet them?” she asked. “Frédéric and Bruce and Ronda and Patty? And all the others over the years?”

It wasn’t curiosity, she told herself. It was simply polite conversation. It was also a preferable focus for her attention than her own selfishness. From the way Mrs. Saint immediately interrupted her faux study of the shrubbery and turned to speak, Markie could tell it was also a more appealing topic to her neighbor than the subject of her generosity.

“Bruce, I met when he is getting fired from the gardening and hardware store he is working at,” Mrs. Saint said. “I am walking out of the place with Frédéric, and the manager was giving some very rough words to Bruce, and then he opened the door and pointed him to the outside, like he was an unwanted cat!” She narrowed her eyes. “We never have gone back to that one.

“And so, there were we, walking out at the same time with him. And Frédéric was having a struggle with a new wheelbarrow and many bags of things. So he took up a step with Bruce, and he pointed to the car, and he said, ‘This is my lucky day, monsieur, because I need someone strong to help me with some jobs, and it seems you are now available.’”

“Frédéric hired him?” Markie asked. “But isn’t Frédéric one of—?”

“He knew I was about to. And he knew it would feel better to Bruce if he is asked in such a way as that, by a man who needs help with some jobs, rather than an old woman who might only be having sorry feelings for him. And so he came with us, and he has done the garden and lawn ever since. Also now your lawn and garden, as you know, since the landlord of your house also hired him. He is a very . . . hard-working gardener.”

She wouldn’t dare say he was a good gardener, Markie thought, or an efficient one. Over the past three weeks, she had seen Bruce plant, then dig up and replant elsewhere, about a dozen small shrubs, half a dozen taller bushes, and several armfuls of hostas. This after Frédéric or Mrs. Saint pointed out that, alas, he had put shade lovers in direct sun again or had forgotten that Mrs. Saint wanted taller things here, shorter ones over there.

“And Frédéric?” Markie asked. “Where did you meet him?”

“And then Ronda,” Mrs. Saint said, ignoring the question, “I saw her crying in a diner.”

“You mean, she’d just been fired, too? You have some timing!”

“Non. She was not being fired, but she was being yelled at for her whole shift because she is not enough fast on her feet. She tells me this when I sit beside her in the booth. I order tea, and I sit with her, and she tells me these things. Also that she is distracted often of times by this faith healing thing she has.

“She thinks she sees visions and the such, and each time she stops to focus on that, even if there is something on the stove she should be giving her concentration to. Of course, she was not very good enough of a cook for them to tolerate when she is slow or distracted. And so, maybe she would be better at a place where it is not so important if she is this way. This is the part I told her.”

“And at your house, she doesn’t need to be fast or focused,” Markie said.

“Or good!” Mrs. Saint whispered, her eyes almost disappearing in the wrinkled folds around them. She bent forward, her body shaking as she giggled noiselessly. “Oh, I should not,” she said, gasping for air. She straightened and covered her disobedient grin with a palm until it fell into an appropriately sober line, then cleared her throat. “Patty and her little Lola, I have met in a food pantry.”

Younger than the others, Patty was tall and super skinny and pale and pockmarked and long-haired and gravelly voiced. Several times a day, Markie saw her slouching outside in the corner where the porch met the house, one hand in the back pocket of her painted-on jeans, the other holding a cigarette. Sometimes she carried an old metal lawn chair out of the garage and plunked herself down, stretching her long legs and tilting her face to the sun while her cigarette dangled from one hand, sometimes falling to the ground as she dozed off.

Patty’s daughter, Lola, was in second grade this year, a fact Markie assumed the entire neighborhood was aware of, since the girl had spent three days shrieking with joy about it before school resumed. She was a shorter version of her mother—thin and pale, with stringy, dirty-looking hair always fighting to escape its messy ponytail. Each time Markie saw her, Lola was in some strange outfit—a dress on top of jeans, shorts over leggings, a long skirt matched with a bikini top.

Also each time Markie saw Lola, the girl was alone, wandering aimlessly around the yard. It made Markie feel sad for her. Did she have no friends she could invite over, no toys to play with? A lonely child herself, overlooked by parents focused more on whether their daughter impressed their friends than whether she was happy, Markie had felt an instant connection to Lola, despite having seen her only from afar. One afternoon when Lola was digging with a stick in a patch of dirt behind Mrs. Saint’s garage, humming a forlorn-sounding tune, Markie had to force herself inside and up to her room to keep from inviting the girl over for lemonade and a round of one of Jesse’s old board games.

It seemed to Markie that Patty regarded her daughter as more of an amusement than a responsibility. Several times Markie had seen Patty languishing on the metal lawn chair while inside the screened porch, Bruce or Ronda tried to cajole Lola into finishing her homework or having an apple instead of another handful of cookies.

“Don’t you agree, Patty?” the others would call.

“If you say so,” Patty would answer with a shrug and a flick of her cigarette, to show she really had no dog in the fight.

“They came in at the end of my shift,” Mrs. Saint went on. “The moment I saw them, I knew—” She clamped her mouth shut, cutting off the rest of her sentence, and shook her head. Then she took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and muttered, “I am getting tired.”

“You knew what?” Markie asked.

Mrs. Saint looked down, suddenly very interested in whether she had gotten dirt on her shoes. “I knew they needed help. This is all.”

It was clear that wasn’t what Mrs. Saint had known when she first saw Patty and Lola, but Markie decided not to press. It wasn’t like her neighbor would admit the truth anyway, given her track record of disclosure thus far, and accusing her of dishonesty hardly seemed like the right thing to do during their first real conversation.

“The tables all were empty,” Mrs. Saint went on, “and there was not many food left, but they were happy for a place to sit. Patty was not in such a hurry to go back home. They live with her mother, and that woman has . . . challenges. Patty was telling to me all the list of where she was taking Lola every day, only to get a break from this mother. So I make the suggestion to spend time at my house instead of all these places they are going where a young child does not need to be so all the time. I already had the others to help, but you can always find more things, non? Vacuuming and the such?”

Markie looked sideways. The only time she had heard the vacuum running inside, Patty was outside, smoking and sunning on the old metal lawn chair.

“Or helping Ronda to remember to look at the pots so there is not so much boiling over every time,” Mrs. Saint said. “And cleaning up in the kitchen when things get spilled on the floor, which is a thing Ronda is doing always. And then later, I suggest maybe it would be very better in the school over here for Lola, not the one near their apartment, and Patty agreed. So, that is why those two.”

“And then Frédéric?” Markie tried again. She was as annoyed with herself for asking again as she was with her neighbor for not answering the first time.

“I have a special skill, you see,” Mrs. Saint said, “in finding what thing a person needs most in their life. Noticing what is their défaut, which is to mean their . . .” She turned her hands over and examined her veins for the English translation. “Flaw. I am good at seeing what is the flaw they have that needs to be fixed and then helping them to fix it. Sometimes people want to agree about this, and sometimes they do not. But this is a thing I am good at.”

Mrs. Saint gazed around the patio, looking everywhere but at Markie, who was certain the woman was thinking of the many terrible failings her new neighbor possessed, starting with forcing her son, “le pauvre” Jesse, to suffer the deprivations of life without five daily servings of vegetables or a dog. Markie wanted to roll her eyes at the lack of subtlety, but instead, feeling defensive, she decided to attack from another angle.

“Did you say défectueux?” she asked. “When you first started telling me about them? And does that mean what I think it does? Because, I have to say—”

“Oui. Défectueux. Or to say in English, I think, day-fec-tif?”

“De-fec-tive,” Markie corrected, dragging it out not to accentuate the correct pronunciation but to make clear how inappropriate a term it was.

“Defective,” Mrs. Saint repeated, nodding her thanks for the English lesson and missing the rest of the point.

“Don’t you think it’s a rather insulting label?” Markie said.

“Och”—Mrs. Saint waved a hand—“I would never say it to them. Oh, and here comes Bruce with his mulch. I guess Frédéric has started on something else.”

Markie, unwilling to let the matter drop, leaned closer and whispered, “But to even say it about them—”

There was a loud noise behind her then, and Bruce said, “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Mrs. Saint winced, and Markie turned in her chair to find the gardener standing beside an overturned wheelbarrow and looking glumly at an ugly swath of dark mulch that now covered two square feet of Mrs. Saint’s formerly pristine lawn. Muttering, he righted the wheelbarrow, dropped to his knees, cupped his hands, and started scooping the offending dirt back where it belonged. It was a finely mixed substance, though, and much of it sifted through his fingers. At the rate he was going, it would take him hours to clean it up.

Markie swiveled back around, expecting her neighbor to be wincing still, or even jumping to her feet, ready to bark instructions for a faster cleanup. But all traces of displeasure were gone from the older woman’s face, and instead of leaping up and shouting, she sat still, watching him silently—almost, Markie thought, contentedly.

After a moment, Mrs. Saint called, “Or a shovel?” She pointed to the side of the garage, where a shovel leaned against the outer wall. “Would it be more quickly, do you think?”

There wasn’t a trace of annoyance in her tone, and she leaned forward, her expression eager, as though she had no idea if a shovel would be faster and was waiting for him to solve the dilemma for her.

Bruce followed the aim of her finger to the shovel and considered it for a moment. “I think a shovel will be faster,” he announced. He retrieved the tool, and after he had deposited two shovels’ worth into the wheelbarrow, he faced his employer again. “I’ll have this cleaned up in no time. Don’t worry.”

Mrs. Saint spread her arms wide, palms out. “Why would I worry?”

Bruce beamed and resumed his work as Markie took in her neighbor’s pensive face. She could almost hear Mrs. Saint’s internal plotting as the old woman constructed a plan involving Frédéric and a trip out to the yard after Bruce left—there would be a flashlight, Markie imagined, and possibly a pair of tweezers. She could almost hear the curse words Mrs. Saint must surely be thinking to herself, too. There was no way such an affront to her perfect grass wasn’t causing a significant degree of mental anguish.

But if any of this was going on inside the older woman’s head, none of it was apparent from the outside. Rather, there was a softness around Mrs. Saint’s mouth and a brightness in her eyes as she watched Bruce work. It was the same expression Markie had noticed on move-in day when her neighbor stood under the oak tree, watching the two men unload the truck.

“Look,” Markie said, her voice low, “it’s clear how much you care about all of them. You’ve given them jobs, you give them no end of second chances. You’re worried about their future without you. And all of that is really sweet. It’s just that it feels . . . not right, your calling them your defectives. I know it’s none of my business, but—”

Mrs. Saint patted Markie’s knee. “I apologize. I am not one for . . .” She made a circular motion with her hand as she tried to recall the correct English phrase. “Making a mincemeat with my words. They need help, these ones, in different ways. That is all. Or even to say it a different way, they each have a break—they each are broken. And if a thing is broken, you say it is defective, non?”

“Well, you say that about a thing, sure,” Markie said. “You don’t say it about a person.”

Mrs. Saint pursed her lips and nodded, but not in the manner of someone conceding a point. “What is your way of helping people?” she asked.

I leave them alone, Markie wanted to say. I don’t storm over within moments of their arrival and take over their move-in process, accuse their children of sneak smoking, criticize their TV-viewing habits, and suggest they need to improve their nutritional intake and get themselves “un chien.”

She went with a less confrontational truth instead. “I . . . I haven’t been big on volunteering recently. But I, uh, always helped with the school’s Earth Day project every year. And there were other, um, campus cleanup days and that sort of . . .” She gave up. “It’s not easy to find extra time, with a son and a divorce and . . .”

“Of course.”

Mrs. Saint’s smile and the tone of her voice let Markie know she owed her neither an explanation for her dismal record of community service nor an apology for jumping on her word choice. Markie felt something relax in her chest as the defenses she had instinctively kept up around her neighbor eased a little. Maybe it wouldn’t be terrible to get to know her a little better.

“The first time I heard Lola’s voice in your yard,” Markie said, “I assumed she was your granddaughter. Do you have any? Did you and Edouard have children?”

In an instant, Mrs. Saint’s smile disappeared. “Non.” She bowed her head and pretended to study the wicker weave of her armrest, her fingers tracing the ropy strands. Her anger was so palpable that Markie wanted to kick herself for asking such a personal question.

“I’m sorry,” she said, reaching to touch the older woman’s knee. “It’s none of my business. I shouldn’t have asked.”

Mrs. Saint snapped her head up, moved in her chair to escape Markie’s touch, and stretched her lips into an artificial smile. “Non, non. It is nothing. I am only, as I said, becoming tired. I think I should be returning home.” She stood, and Markie rose, too.

Mrs. Saint pointed to the basket. “In some days, I will send Lola to fetch this. She has been very much wanting to meet Chessie. It would be nice for them to play outside together.”

“Jesse’s in ninth grade,” Markie said. “Lola’s in second.”

Mrs. Saint shrugged. “Homework together, then. Lola is needing help always, and the rest of us are not so good at all the maths and such. I am sure Chessie could do. This would be good for the both, I think.”

Markie felt her cheeks begin to catch fire. First the woman wanted Markie to be her unpaid Assistant in Charge of Defectives, and now she wanted Jesse to tutor their offspring? And who did she think she was, telling Markie what was good for her own son?

Markie lifted the basket and stepped to the door. “The best thing for Jesse is what he’s been doing—spending time with the kids at his new school, making friends. Ones his own age.”

Mrs. Saint’s lips twisted sideways, and Markie could tell she was about to speak. She didn’t want to hear it.

Pushing the side door open, Markie said, “I’d better get these muffins inside, out of this heat.”

Mrs. Saint nodded and moved toward the fence. “And I will send Lola—”

“No need. We’ll get the basket back to you.”

“Oh yes. You could have Chessie—”

“I will bring it to you,” Markie said firmly. “Thanks again. And please give my thanks to Ronda.”

She stepped inside and closed the door before Mrs. Saint could say they would discuss it later.





Chapter Eleven

On Monday, Markie woke to the staccato sound of rain on the roof. She groaned—she would be confined to working inside—and after reading the clock on her bedside table, she swore. It was 7:09 a.m. She had overslept.

“Bye, Mom!” Jesse called from the side door, and now she smiled, his cheery farewell enough to erase her annoyance at the weather and her oversleeping.

She reached for her cell phone and texted him, apologizing for not being downstairs in time to say goodbye. She signed off xo, and for the first time in several weeks didn’t immediately regret having pushed her luck.

Her phone dinged a moment later with his response: No worries. You too. xo

On the weekend, they had finally gone on the deli-and-movie date she’d been planning. It hadn’t exactly been a chat-fest. Jesse didn’t say much about Trevor or the nameless “other guys.” He said even less about the fact that, as they were driving to the deli, Kyle had texted to cancel their plans for Sunday brunch. “It’s whatever. He’s really busy.” But they ate an entire meal at the same table, trading at least three dozen words, they laughed at all the same parts in the movie, and on the way home, when Markie said she’d had a great time and would love to do it again, he said, “Same.”

Markie looked out her bedroom window and saw her son walking toward the curb, where a car idled. The driver, a boy who didn’t look much older than Jesse, jerked his chin in greeting and called something Markie couldn’t hear. Jesse returned the chin lift and climbed into the backseat beside two shadows she couldn’t make out, and they pulled away.

Presumably, one of the other passengers was Trevor. Or was he the driver? She had assumed he and Jesse were the same age, but she hadn’t come out and asked the question. Should she have? And if Trevor was only a ninth grader, was that his older brother behind the wheel? Or a friend? Was it someone Jesse knew, maybe from past rides? He hadn’t complained about the walk home from school lately—was this why?

She reached for her phone. She needed to remind him of their rule that he ask her before accepting a ride from someone she hadn’t met. But instead of typing a message, she set the device back down. The conversation could wait until he got home. She would hate for the kids in the back to see his “mommy’s” admonition on his phone screen.

In the bathroom, she washed her face and studied her reflection in the mirror. Should she have the discussion with him after school? He was in high school now, so maybe the ask-before-getting-into-a-car rule should be retired. She could imagine a vehicle full of impatient teenagers rolling their eyes as he stood on the curb, pecking away at his cell phone and saying, “Just let me get clearance from my mom first.” She wanted him to have friends, to be close enough to a few kids that he could ask for a ride if it was raining, or even if it wasn’t. Maybe she should keep quiet.

In the kitchen, she filled the kettle, ground five tablespoons of coffee, and dumped them into the French press. As she waited for the water to boil, she peeked out the window above the sink and wondered whether Mrs. Saint would hold her morning meeting inside the house, given the weather. She pressed her forehead against the window glass and peered into the porch, trying to discern whether the cushions on the porch chairs were cloth, in which case they would be too damp to sit on, or vinyl.

The porch was in shadow, so she squinted harder, until the screaming kettle roused her, calling her attention not only to the boiled water, but also to the fact that she had been spying. She spun to face the stove top, pouring water into the press and crossing her arms as she waited for it to steep. She didn’t realize she had turned around again until she felt the cool glass of the window against her forehead.

Cursing, she ordered herself into the dining room and reached for the curtain. Before she could pull it closed, she saw a tall, thin shadow cross the window in Mrs. Saint’s unlit living room, and she wondered why Frédéric would show up early on such a day. Surely there would be little for him to do, few outdoor tasks for him to supervise and correct, given the rain.

At ten, she rose from the dining room table and her neat stacks of files and stretched her arms high, swiveling her head right, then left, to work out the kinks. In the kitchen, she transferred the remaining muffins from Mrs. Saint’s basket to a plastic container and peered outside. The rain hadn’t stopped, but it had let up significantly. Crossing the wet lawn, she forced herself to fix her gaze straight ahead, not allowing a sideways glance into the porch. If coffee hour had taken place out there while she was working on the other side of her dining room curtain, she didn’t need to know about it.

Mrs. Saint answered the door. Markie was surprised—she had expected Ronda or Patty to answer.

“Only the others are gone,” Mrs. Saint said, noticing the look on her neighbor’s face. “I sent them out on the errands.”

Markie held out the basket. “I wanted to thank you again for this. And to thank Ronda.”

“You could come in and wait for her. They might not be long.” She stepped backward and opened the door wider.

Markie didn’t move, nor did she allow herself to peek inside. “Thank you, but I really have to get back to work,” she said. “And look, I forgot to do it when we talked the other day, but I also wanted to thank you for the idea to call about the cable. I checked with the leasing agent a few days after we moved in. You were right: it was included in the lease after all. Not in the actual document—I checked before I called. They somehow left it out. The leasing agent couldn’t say why. Anyway, Jesse was thrilled.”

Mrs. Saint nodded. “Except that sometimes I think it was a mistake to tell it to you. Because too much TV is going on. I did not realize how it would be.”

Markie cocked her head sideways, puzzled. “How would you know how much TV—?”

The old woman pointed across the fence to the egress window that led from Jesse’s basement bedroom to the side yard. “The lights from the TV. They do the . . .” She opened and closed her hands twice. “Into the too-late hours.”

Stop spying on him and you won’t have to be disappointed about how much TV he’s watching, Markie wanted to say. Instead, she went with, “Well, it’s only the first month of school, and they seem to be easing in pretty slowly. When his homework ramps up, the TV will go off. Although, like I’ve told him, the ability to work with noise in the background isn’t a bad one to have. TV, stereo, roommates talking, whatever. So even when his schoolwork starts getting harder, I can’t say I’ll be too strict about whether he keeps the set on, as long as he’s getting his assignments done.”

Mrs. Saint pursed her lips at this, and Markie could tell the other woman was deciding whether to argue the point now or leave it for later. Markie decided for her, stepping away from the doorway and turning for home while she forced herself to remain calm. Why had she bothered to offer the woman an explanation?

“Thanks again for the lovely basket,” she said with exaggerated cheer, raising her hand in a wave as she stepped lightly toward the bungalow. I will not storm across the lawn like an angry child.

“And have you met the boys who picked him up this morning?” Mrs. Saint asked.

“Nope,” Markie said, not turning, not stopping. “He’s in high school now. He doesn’t have to ask me every time he gets a ride from someone.”

“It is only that Frédéric is seeing those ones before, in the downtown. He recognizes the car.”

Markie refused to slow her pace. “I trust my son. He’s very responsible for his age, and he knows better than to—”

She clamped her mouth shut. She was done explaining herself, done defending her child to this woman, to her parents, or to anyone.

As she stepped inside the bungalow, she heard the creaking of Mrs. Saint’s door as the woman began to close it. Before Markie could congratulate herself for finally getting in the last word with her neighbor, Mrs. Saint said, “I am sure you already have rules for the special window.”
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When Jesse got home, Markie asked about the friends who had driven him.

“Just Trevor and the guys.”

“I’d love to meet them sometime.”

He winced. “They’re not taking me to the prom, Mom.”

“Kids don’t meet their friends’ parents these days?”

“Uh, no.” He reached into the cupboard for a box of cereal.

“Well, maybe you want to have them over sometime. Just to hang out, not to meet me, specifically.”

He scanned the family room and kitchen and the doorway that led to the unfinished basement and his cramped bedroom. “Here?”

She was shocked by how much his question hurt. Or was it an accusation? She decided to leave it alone. She wanted to leave Mrs. Saint’s comments alone, too, especially after the smoking-in-the-yard fiasco, but she couldn’t.

“Mrs. Saint seems to have some concerns about them. Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?”

Jesse thrust his hand into the cereal box and shoved a handful of honey-covered Os into his mouth. “None.”

“She said Frédéric ran into them downtown, and, I don’t know, saw them doing something he didn’t like, maybe? She didn’t give any details except that he recognized the car.”

He scoffed. “It’s a Ford Fusion. Do you have any idea how many of those there are around here? Wrong guys.” Carrying the box with him, he reached in for another handful as he walked to the basement door.

“Oh, hey,” Markie said, pretending a thought had come to her out of the blue and had no relationship to his friends or her chat with their neighbor. “I was thinking, do we need to talk about the egress window? Like, when and why you’d open it?”

Jesse stopped at the door. “What’s an egress window?”

“In the basement? The big one, in your room?”

“That thing opens?”

Markie was torn between feeling like a great mom for having such an un-devious child and feeling like a negligent parent for going so long without telling him how to save himself in the event of a fire.





Chapter Twelve

It gave Markie no joy to know it, but Kyle had not risen to the occasion as a divorced dad. Instead of spending every other weekend with his son, as the parenting schedule allowed, he showed up late on the occasional Saturday or Sunday morning, took Jesse to lunch, sometimes (but rarely) adding a matinee or some other short excursion, and returned him before dinner. Most weeks, he didn’t show at all. Sometimes he texted to cancel, but not always, and Jesse had spent a lot of time standing in the driveway, a flat hand over his eyes like a visor, peering down the street for a car that never came.

“It’s just that he’s really busy right now,” Jesse would tell Markie when he gave up waiting and returned to the house. “He wanted to come, but he got caught up with something.”

The “something” changed often—Kyle was helping a buddy move or paint or put on a new roof or pave the driveway. Or he was focusing on his new job or traveling for work. Or getting ready for an interview, after he “decided to leave” his last position. The end result was always the same—another week gone by with Jesse not seeing his father.

Markie wasn’t one of those divorced women who liked to nod, self-satisfied, as she listed for herself all the ways in which her ex was disappointing their son. She and Kyle were over, but Jesse and Kyle would never be. She wanted them to have a good relationship. She wanted her son to be able to count on his father. For that to happen, though, Kyle had to become reliable—not his strong suit.

It had been endearing at first, his flightiness and the scatterbrained way he meandered through life. In college, she was his wake-up call during final exams, his external conscience when the bar beckoned more loudly to him than the library. Her friends made fun of their dynamic, calling her “little mother” and him “wayward son,” but she liked the roles they had fallen into. After a childhood of being deemed incompetent by perfection-seeking parents, it made her feel good to be the responsible one in the relationship, the person with the answers, the master plan. Plus, she assumed this must be the way of life for all beautiful people: as compensation for their good looks and charisma, they were allowed to let their far-less-captivating partner handle life’s boring details while they, unhindered by such trifling concerns, floated about, charming everyone. She was the backstage director who worked so hard to make the star shine and without whom there could be no show. She was needed. And that made her feel secure.

Marriage didn’t change things. They would plan a dinner party, and when the appointed date arrived, Markie would be dashing madly around the house getting everything ready, while Kyle, having lost interest in place settings and wine pairings, would wander off to the gym. There would be frantic calls from her, sincere apologies from him, along with a last-minute shower and change of clothes as their guests were arriving, or often after they had already come.

She would be frazzled and anxious and wondering if the entire night would be a failure, and then he would burst into the room, hair still damp, smiling and laughing and greeting their friends as though it were perfectly natural for him to make such a late entrance. Within thirty seconds of his dazzling arrival, the party would be on its way. Markie would begin the night thinking she wanted to strangle him and end it gazing at him over the candlesticks and wondering how she had been so lucky to find such a man.

In the early years, she’d refused to let it bother her. Some people were made to manage all the mundane details of life, she told herself, while the beautiful people like Kyle were meant to breathe animation into it. Markie was social enough, but she didn’t have a fraction of what Kyle had when it came to entertaining, whether it was adults for dinner or Jesse’s ten best friends for a sleepover or just the three of them at home on a weekend. She was invitations and polished silver and perfect place settings. Kyle was music and dancing and backyard bonfires and ice-cream sundaes for dinner. She could never take on his role. Why expect him to do hers?

After she had collected more years, though, along with colleagues, bosses, and neighbors, some of them rivals with Kyle in the charm-and-sex-appeal department, she realized it wasn’t a Beautiful People Thing that prevented Kyle from participating in the tedious workings of their household; it was only a Kyle Thing. And whether because of learned helplessness or advanced age or a rebellion against the unceasing demands of adulthood, it got more pronounced over time, until a formerly endearing quirkiness started to look, to Markie, like unappealing flakiness. The more she pleaded with him to act his age, the more childish he seemed to become, and over time, the “trifling minutiae” he couldn’t be bothered to invest in went beyond events of little consequence like dinner parties or parent-teacher meetings and expanded to things like work deadlines, job interviews, and commitments he made to Jesse.

The inevitable ending to which it all led—Kyle’s ignoring the bills, their budget, their wedding vows—should have been something Markie saw coming. The fact that she had ignored the warning signs was completely on her. It should also have been, she thought, the nadir to which he allowed himself to sink, at least where Jesse was concerned. But unfortunately for Jesse, his father’s rock bottom was apparently still a few fathoms away. Even an event as sobering as divorce hadn’t convinced Kyle to deflakify, and that was on him.

Since their split, she had tried a few times to get him to see things from their son’s point of view and step it up in terms of regular phone calls and showing up on time (or at all). But his response was always the same: He and the kid were doing fine. They were men. They didn’t need hours together to gab. They sent texts every few days, had the odd meal together here or there. They were good.

She told him she wasn’t so sure, that texts and calls might be enough for Kyle, but Jesse needed more from his father. She had learned, though, that there was no person in the world a man was less likely to take advice from than his ex-wife. She had the feeling that when she discussed this topic with Kyle, her words sounded to him like those of Miss Othmar, the unintelligible teacher from Peanuts.

Despite her pleas, he had not increased his visitation with his son, nor had he increased the frequency of his texts and phone calls or gotten better at showing up when he said he would. This was why Markie was pretending to read a novel on the patio one Saturday morning in late September when really she was holding her breath, squeezing her eyes shut, and saying a prayer that this time Kyle would come through.

Moments earlier, Jesse had walked down to the driveway to wait for his dad, his backpack slung over a shoulder. “See you in the morning, Mom,” he had said, not making eye contact, and Markie, relieved he wasn’t looking at her when she spoke, called up her most confident voice and told him to have a great time. She heard a car pull into the driveway, and at the same time, Mrs. Saint’s side door opened.

“Hey, Dad,” Jesse called. He said more, but Markie couldn’t make out the words. A row of shrubs between the patio and the driveway muffled the sound and blocked her view. She rose and was tiptoeing over to snoop through the branches when she heard Mrs. Saint call out behind her.

“Good morning to you, Markie!”

Caught, Markie jumped away from the bushes and turned to face her neighbor, who stood in her doorway in an expensive-looking suede suit and matching shoes, examining with uncertainty the dew-dampened grass that lay between them. Markie called “Good morning” back and lifted a hand in greeting.

The gesture was lost on Mrs. Saint, who was now staring over Markie’s head. Her property was on a higher elevation, and from her vantage point, she could see over the top of the shrubs to Markie’s driveway beyond. Jesse must have looked up, because Mrs. Saint raised a hand to wave before directing her gaze back to Markie. Holding a finger in the air, she studied the wet grass again, and Markie, realizing the other woman must have something to tell her but didn’t want to yell or ruin her shoes, headed toward her. She was wearing her usual dollar-store flip-flops—she should be the one to make the trek. Mrs. Saint started at the same time, though, and they met at the fence.

“Today is a good time for you to meet Ronda,” Mrs. Saint said. “She has had not a nice week, and I think talking to someone quiet, like you—” She stopped speaking and craned to see over Markie’s head. “Oh! Chessie is arriving home, I see. I thought before that he was going.”

“He is going,” Markie said, not bothering to look. “His father’s taking him overnight.”

Mrs. Saint frowned. “Alors, I do not think this is so.”

Markie whipped her head around in time to see Kyle’s car backing out of the drive. His window was down, and he was saying something Markie couldn’t hear. Jesse, still standing in the driveway, nodded once, but she couldn’t make out his response. A second later, Kyle sped away. Long after the car was out of sight, Jesse stood there, unmoving, staring down the street. Then he wrenched the pack off his back, slammed it to the ground, and kicked it, sending it sailing several feet. Snatching it up by a single strap, he stomped toward the house, head down.

“Och,” Mrs. Saint whispered.

“Sweetheart,” Markie said, when Jesse reached the side door. “I’m so sorry.” She had learned to stop there.

Jesse, his hand on the doorknob, kept his head lowered. “It’s fine. It’s just that he has this all-day meeting in, like, an hour, and it’s really important. He tried to get out of it, but he couldn’t.”

“Do you want . . . something to eat, maybe?” Markie asked.

But he was through the door now, and she knew that by the time she made it inside, he would be in his room, lost in one of his video games, the volume turned up loud.

“The thing about a dog is, a boy will hug it.”

The words were whisper quiet, and because of the accent, and the fact that Markie was facing the opposite direction, it took her a second to figure them out.

“He will bury his face in its fur. And he will cry if he needs to. Even if he cannot allow himself to do this in front of another person.”

Markie didn’t have the energy to argue about it, especially now, so she decided to simply say goodbye and that meeting Ronda would have to wait for another day. “I think it’s best—” she began, spinning around to face her neighbor. To her amazement, the old woman’s eyes were shining, and she was holding two fingers to her lips to keep them still.

“I must go,” Mrs. Saint whispered. She turned and made her way back to her house, stepping through her side door and into her sitting room. A moment later, the sitting-room window lowered, and the curtains closed.

Markie marched into the bungalow, snatched her cell phone from the kitchen counter, and dialed her good-for-nothing ex-husband. It went to voice mail. Kyle made it a practice to never listen to voice-mail messages, but she didn’t care—she cursed at him until a beep informed her she had used up her allotted time.





Chapter Thirteen

Markie had been working in her dining room for the past two weeks, avoiding Mrs. Saint since the episode with Kyle in the driveway. She didn’t want to hear more about how Jesse needed a dog, and she didn’t want to have to lie, either, which was what she imagined it would take to get the woman to let the idea go. “Oh, everything’s fine—he and his father made up the same day.”

Everything wasn’t fine. Kyle hadn’t shown up since, and if he and Jesse had been texting or calling each other, Markie wasn’t aware of it. Kyle never responded to the voice mail she left, though she didn’t blame him. She had tried to talk to Jesse about it, but he only said, “It’s whatever,” and changed the subject.

Usually, the new subject involved his going out with Trevor and his other new friends. His phone dinged constantly with texts, and he now had plans every day after school and most evenings after dinner. Plans of the unspecified, teenage type: “Nothing. Nowhere. No one. Just Trevor and the guys.”

It was like the name of a band—Trevor and the Guys. Or a single entity, many-headed, multilimbed: Trevorandtheguys. She didn’t know if Trevor was the sole person named because Jesse was closest to him, or because Trevor was the leader, or for some other reason, and she didn’t want to blow it by asking. Jesse was annoyed with Kyle for once, not with her, and while she took no pleasure in the former, she found great relief in the latter and wasn’t interested in having it change.

Plus, the boy was home when he was supposed to be, and he was getting his homework done. So she kept her questions to herself and said, “Sure, sounds good.” “See you at six.” “See you at ten.” “Have a great time.” And because work was going well, she tried to add, “Here, take a ten,” as often as she could.

Markie was rinsing her lunch dishes at the sink when she spotted Ronda alone in the side yard, no boss in sight. This was her chance to thank the woman for the Popsicle-stick house and the muffins, and she tore toward the fence to find the cook carrying Patty’s rickety old folding metal lawn chair out of the garage.

“Would you like one of these chairs?” Markie called, an arm extended behind her, toward her much more comfortable patio furniture. “It’s the least I can do after you sent that lovely house over.”

Ronda smiled broadly and lumbered over.

“Thank you for that, by the way,” Markie said as she waited for the woman to reach her. “I’m sorry I haven’t made it over before to thank you and to meet you. I was . . . well, there’s no excuse, really.” Finally, Ronda was at the fence, and Markie extended her hand. “I’m Markie. You’re Ronda, right? Or did I just thank the wrong person?”

“Nope, I’m the one,” Ronda said, and her voice was so quiet Markie had to lean closer to make out the words.

Ronda shook hands, hers thick and warm. It was soft, too, as were her flushed cheeks, and Markie thought of the Lycra-encased members of the Saint Mark’s Mothers’ Club, who spent countless hours and dollars in the quest for the dewy-pink glow Ronda had acquired for free by making a two-minute trip from the house to the garage to the fence. It made her love the fleshy cook instantly.

Holding on to Markie with one hand and fanning her face with the other, Ronda said, in her tiny voice, “Oh, land! Wrestling with that old chair!” It seemed an impossible incongruence, Markie thought, the largeness of Ronda’s body and the smallness of her voice. “But at least I won!” She pointed to her victim, sitting obediently open in the sun.

Finally releasing Markie’s hand, Ronda said, “We’ve all been so eager to meet you. And to meet your boy. Especially Lola. She’s so excited about having a playmate next door. You should’ve seen her when Mrs. Saint said she’d spoken to him a few times on his way home from school. She about blew her top! She wanted to leave school early so she could be standing out at the front, too.” She chuckled briefly, then leaned closer and, serious now, said, “She knows she’s not allowed to knock on your door and seek him out. Not until you’ve shown you were, you know . . . ready.”

Markie decided to ignore the part where Mrs. Saint had indeed been standing outside, waiting to intercept Jesse, not just once but “a few times,” and went straight to setting expectations for Lola’s interactions with him. “I hope someone will warn her that high school kids aren’t really into playing,” she said, striving for a tone that was as kind as it was firm. “I wouldn’t want her to get her hopes up.”

Ronda smiled, undaunted. “Too late for that, probably. And thanks for the offer of a chair, but it’s for Lola, not me. And I don’t think you want her smearing her chocolate into your new cushions.”

As if on cue, the door from the screened porch opened and Lola appeared, wearing a short, summery dress with jeans underneath and an old hooded sweatshirt, unzipped, over top. Holding something aloft in one hand, the girl jumped from the top step down to the grass, sailing over the four wooden steps that led down from the porch and landing with her bare feet planted together, both arms high in the air.

“Nice!” Ronda called. “I’d give it a nine point five.” To Markie, she said, “We let her watch the Olympics this summer. She’s been doing that ever since.”

Lola snapped her head toward the fence, her mouth open.

“You didn’t notice anyone else was out here?” Ronda laughed. “Why am I not surprised? Put a Hershey bar in your hand and watch the rest of the world disappear.”

At the mention of it, Lola gazed lovingly at the chocolate bar she held, then turning back to Ronda, pointed at the chair, her expression inquisitive.

“Yes, I put it there for you,” Ronda said. “Your mother says I should only give you fifteen minutes, though, and then herd you back in for homework. You want a glass of water?”

“No, thanks.” Lola shivered and pulled her sweatshirt closed.

“I thought your mom was going to fix that zipper,” Ronda said. Lola shot her a look, and Ronda said, “I know, but even a few safety pins would keep it closed. She doesn’t have to actually sew. Leave it here when you go, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Lola nodded and climbed into the chair, crossing her legs. Using her free hand, she brushed her stringy, dirty-looking hair out of her eyes, and Markie tried not to think of how much she could accomplish if the girl would let her take a damp cloth and a hairbrush over.

“Oh!” Ronda said. “Our manners! Lola, this is Mrs. Saint’s new neighbor, Ms. . . .” She peered at Markie and asked, “What should she call you?”

“Markie is good. Hi, Lola.”

Lola smiled shyly. “You have a boy.”

“Yes, I do. His name is Jesse. He’s older. He started ninth grade this year.”

“I started second.”

Markie almost said, “I know, I heard,” but caught herself, and instead asked how she liked school so far.

“I like after school better. Ronda gives me these sometimes.” She held up the chocolate bar. “And Frédéric lets me help him do stuff.”

“But not today,” Ronda said. “You have that reading work sheet, and then your mom needs to get going early. So there’s not much time.”

Lola didn’t need to be told twice, and in about two seconds, she had the candy wrapper torn off, rolled into a ball, and shoved into the pocket of her jeans.

“That girl would eat five of those bars if I let her,” Ronda said. “She once told me she’d had chocolate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner over the weekend. On both days! She doesn’t have too many rules at home. So I’ve got to be a bit strict with her here, keep her to a bar a week.”

“I wonder what her dentist thinks about her eating so much chocolate,” Markie whispered.

“That’s what Mrs. Saint’s always saying every time I give her some. But then Frédéric reminds her what it was to be a child with a rare piece of chocolate, and she backs down.” Ronda smiled.

“Mrs. Saint certainly has a lot of opinions,” Markie said, leaning toward Ronda conspiratorially. “I’m surprised to hear she ever concedes a point, to Frédéric or anyone. By the way, how did she meet him? I’ve asked her a few times, but she always acts like she can’t hear the question. For someone so interested in everyone else’s story, she’s certainly reluctant to reveal her own!”

Ronda’s smile sagged, and her eyes told Markie there was no point in anyone trying to get her to utter a negative word about her employer or in expecting her to reveal information the Frenchwoman didn’t want others to know.

“I imagine most people that age have a little mystery to them,” Ronda said lightly. “All that life! I know I’d find it hard to keep all the details straight, even if I wanted to let people know everything!”

Markie didn’t buy it, and Ronda must have been able to tell, because she gave an apologetic smile. But she didn’t offer anything further, and Markie could see it would be futile to push.

They were both quiet for a few minutes, and then Ronda said, “I can tell you this, though. She may come out swinging hard, but on the inside, she’s really an old softie.”

Markie pictured Mrs. Saint sliding into the diner booth beside the crying Ronda, putting an arm around her, tut-tutting as she brushed hair out of Ronda’s eyes and told her she needed to find a job that wasn’t so demanding. “I could use a cook myself,” she heard the old woman lie.

“She has really helped the others,” Ronda said. In response to Markie’s look of confusion, Ronda said, “Bruce, Frédéric, Patty, and Lola, I mean. They needed a place, and she made one for them. A job and a good salary. Even meals; that’s where I come in.” She jabbed a thick finger into her breastbone.

“She wanted to make sure they were eating three good squares. People on hard times, sometimes they let that go first, you know. But if someone just makes up a plate for them, they’ll eat it. So we serve a nice hot breakfast, a good lunch, and then dinner. To make sure they’re taking care of at least that part of things.”

“Right,” Markie whispered. She waited for Ronda to add the part where her cooking wasn’t all that good, where she was distracted so easily that she let pots boil over, so Mrs. Saint had to bring Patty in to help with the mess. The part where Ronda needed a place, too, where she was this close to losing her job and Mrs. Saint came to the rescue just in time. The part where she wasn’t merely cooking for Mrs. Saint’s Defectives but was one of them.

But Ronda was finished talking. The door from the house to the screened porch opened then, and Patty called through the screen, “Lola! We’ve got to bolt! I’m already running late!”

Seeing Markie and Ronda at the fence, she called, “So, there she is. Our reclusive neighbor.”

“Patty!” Ronda chastised. To Markie she said, “Sorry. No filter on that one.”

“It’s fine,” Markie said, waving to Patty, who was walking toward the fence. She wore skintight jeans and a low-cut blouse, and like her daughter, she was barefoot. Markie extended her hand. “I’m Markie. Neighborhood recluse.”

Patty shook with one hand while the other reached into her back pocket, extracting a pack of cigarettes. She pulled one out between her teeth, pushed the pack back into her pocket, fished a lighter out of another pocket, and then dropped Markie’s hand so she could cup the flame in both hands. Markie watched her, entranced—not by Patty’s simple act of lighting a cigarette, but by the authoritativeness of her movements. Everything about this woman seemed out of place, from her seventies-style feathered hair to her inappropriately sexy outfit, to the regularity with which she seemed to shirk her work duties and her child, yet she moved and spoke and carried herself as though she belonged exactly where she was and was conducting herself precisely as she should be.

“Just ribbing you,” Patty said, inhaling, then angling her face up to let a long trail of smoke out without blowing it into the other women’s faces. “Mrs. Saint told us you weren’t much for company just yet.” Jabbing a thumb over her shoulder where Lola sat, she said, “I hope she’s not the one who finally brung you out from under cover.”

Lola looked up at the accusation, then bobbed her head back down to her chocolate bar.

“No,” Markie said, “it was me. I came out. I wanted to thank Ronda for the muffins and the little house.”

“Totem,” Patty corrected, and Ronda blushed.

“Oh yes. Totem. Of course.” Markie turned to Ronda. “Sorry.”

Ronda waved the apology away. “It’s fine. Really. I know Mrs. Saint probably already told you she has no use for—”

“I loved it,” Markie said. “The little . . .” She struggled to recall if Mrs. Saint had used a special term for the dolls. “Figures? Of me and Jesse? They’re adorable. I can’t tell you what it meant to me that you took the time to make it. I don’t think I’ve ever received such a thoughtful gift before.”

Ronda beamed, and Patty gave Markie a grateful smile and said, “Wasn’t it incredible? Ronda spent hours.” She turned to the other woman. “How many, do you think?”

“Oh, I didn’t keep track,” Ronda said. “I was just happy to do it. I hope it brings . . .” She tilted her head toward Mrs. Saint’s house, as though reluctant to say the next thing, in case her boss overheard. “Luck,” she whispered.

“I’m sure it will,” Patty said. “Don’t you think it will, Markie?”

“It already has. I’ve met the two of you today. And Lola.”

Patty scratched out a laugh. “She meant it to bring good luck.” Putting a hand on Ronda’s shoulder, she said, “Frédéric wanted me to remind you that you were going to get dinner started early tonight. He has to go out for a while.”

“Oh yes, that’s right,” Ronda said.

“So, where’s Frédéric off to after dinner?” Markie asked.

One of the many unusual things she had noticed about the daily schedule on the other side of the fence was the fact that most weekday afternoons at a little before two, Frédéric left, returning about an hour later. They were all aware that he left, calling goodbye and greeting him when he returned, but as with Patty’s evening activities, the details of Frédéric’s daily sojourn went unmentioned. Markie had spent more time than she wanted to admit watching, trying to sort out where it was that he went every day. And equally weird, why it was that the only time Patty’s mother, Carol, seemed to come over was during that precise hour when Frédéric was gone. The two things didn’t seem to have any connection, yet they only ever occurred in tandem.

Patty took the time to stub out her cigarette, light a new one, and blow a long curl of smoke above her before looking directly at Markie and saying, “Who knows?”

Markie felt her cheeks flush as though she had been caught doing something lewd.

She opened her mouth to apologize for treading where she wasn’t welcome, but Patty turned to Ronda and spoke before Markie could. “He says you can leave the dishes. He’ll do them when he gets back. That way, he can drive you and Bruce home right after dinner, on his way.”

“Oh, that’s very nice,” Ronda said, still looking at Lola. “I’ll stay and finish, though. He shouldn’t have to.”

“As long as you don’t take too long, I think,” Patty said. “Frédéric wants Mrs. Saint to lie down after you eat, and she won’t if people are still here.”

“Is she ill?” Markie asked.

“No!” Ronda said.

It was the first time Markie had heard the cook speak loudly, and she might have concluded it was a reflexive, head-in-the-ground response by an employee unwilling to admit her boss was sick, but Patty said, “She’s just tired, and he suggested she should take a nap, and she said she had too much to do before dinner, so he said fine, take one right after dinner, and she promised him she would.”

Patty stared expectantly at Ronda, who was still languishing against the fence, watching Lola. Finally, Patty put a hand on the cook’s arm and in a gentle voice said, “So? Can you get dinner started early, you think?”

“Oh yes, yes, of course!” Ronda said, laughing. “I lost my train of thought for a few minutes there, didn’t I? Yes!” She pushed herself off the fence and walked to the side door. “I just need to think about what I should make,” she said, possibly to herself, as she reached the door.

“I think you’ve got a recipe on the counter,” Patty called after her. “Something with pork chops?”

“Oh yes, that’s right. The pork with the . . . what was I going to do with it?”

“Mushroom soup,” Patty said. “Can’s on the counter. Sounds real good. If there’s any left, save some for my lunch tomorrow?”

Ronda turned and beamed. “I’ll be sure to.”

“And that,” Patty whispered to Markie as they watched Ronda go, “is one of the reasons Mrs. Saint has too much to do before dinner. Getting the simplest meal on the table takes forever. If we’re not reminding her she’s got something on the stove, we’re helping her clean it all up after it boils over.”

Patty laughed and shook her head at Ronda’s receding form. “I love the woman, I do, but sometimes she takes more getting after than that one.” She pointed to Lola, still eating, in her chair. “You about done?” Patty asked her daughter. “Because we really got to bounce in a minute here. Mrs. S said Carol could swing by and get us today, but our window won’t be open too long.”

It was then that Markie realized she hadn’t seen or heard Frédéric the entire time she had been outside. Given how tight-lipped Patty had been about the man’s evening destination, Markie knew better than to ask about the Carol/Frédéric coincidence. She would have to solve that mystery another time. Or better yet, she would try harder to ignore it.

“What if you go with Carol and I stay with Frédéric?” Lola asked between bites.

Markie waited for Patty to chastise her daughter for saying “Carol” instead of “Grandma,” but Patty only laughed and said, “Nice try.”

Then again, Patty hadn’t referred to Carol as “Mom.” They were an intriguing pair, this decidedly nontraditional mother and daughter, though Markie tried to deny to herself how interesting she found them.

“Finish up and then go pack up your stuff,” Patty told Lola. “You’ll have to get that reading or math or whatever done at home. You know Mrs. Saint’s going to ask about it tomorrow.”

Turning back to Markie, Patty said, “Why they’ve got to bore them all day with it and then send it all home to bore them some more, I don’t understand. But then, I’m not a shining example of a scholar. For starters, I’m not supposed to use the word ‘boring’ when I’m talking about school and homework. Or so I’m told.”

She rolled her eyes dramatically, arcing her head in the direction of Mrs. Saint’s house to make it clear where the instruction had come from. “She thinks I should hire someone. Not to help her actually do it, just to remind her. She’s smarter than Carol and me together. She could do all the work if she had someone who kept on her about it. And it ain’t about to be me.”

Markie feared the conversation was heading in the same place Mrs. Saint had hinted at some time ago, with Jesse being hired as Lola’s tutor. “Maybe Carol can remind her tonight while you’re out,” she said to Patty.

“Ha!” Patty barked. “By eight, someone will have to remind Carol that Lola’s in the apartment with her. And who the kid even is.” She curved her fingers and thumb in a circle as though she held a bottle, then tilted the invisible object to her mouth.

Markie’s mouth dropped open as a car horn sounded from the front of Mrs. Saint’s house, unviewable from where they stood.

“That’s her,” Patty called to Lola. “Scoot! Quick!” She pointed to the corner of the house. “You run around that way and tell her I’m coming, and I’ll grab your bag on my way through. Don’t let her take off without me!”

She gave Markie a quick wave and jogged to the screened porch, depositing her cigarette butt in a tin can near the steps before she raced up them, into the porch, and through the sliding doors to the house. Lola watched her mother disappear, then gazed plaintively at what was left of her chocolate bar. Sighing, she popped the last bit into her mouth, jumped to her feet, and ran to the front yard, wiping her fingers on her dress as she went.
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Markie had her solitary dinner in the family room while Jesse ate his downstairs in front of a video game. Setting her plate aside, she picked up the novel she had been trying for weeks to read, but two pages in, she found herself distracted by the sounds of machine guns and explosions coming from below. Giving up on the book, she went to the basement door. “Jesse?” she called. He didn’t answer, so she tried again.

The gunfire stopped. “Yeah,” he said, in the way of someone hoping the conversation would be short so he could go back to what he was doing.

She had been thinking of asking him if he felt like going out for ice cream, but it seemed like a silly idea, suddenly. He was fourteen, not ten. She tried to think of an alternative—a slice of pie at the sandwich shop? A walk around the block?—but talked herself out of each.

“Mom?” Jesse called, and his impatience was obvious. “My game will reset if I don’t—”

“I was just going to say I’m going up to bed,” she said.

He laughed. “It’s seven thirty.”

“I’m taking my book. I’m going to read for a while.”

“Night,” he called, returning to his game so quickly that her own “Good night, Jesse,” was drowned out by warfare.

Upstairs, she lay, fully clothed, on her bed and stared at the ceiling. The muffled sounds of gunfire rose through the heat vents, reminding her of the impotent effort she had just made to connect with her son. God, she had made a mess of their lives. She opened her novel, scanned a few paragraphs without taking them in, and let it fall to the floor. Nowhere in her teenage diaries had she written that one day she planned to be incapable of making a single relationship function properly, including with her own child. She shut off the light, closed her eyes, and willed a blanket of sleep to spare her from having to spend another conscious minute with herself.





Chapter Fourteen

“So out with these ones again,” Markie heard from the other side of the fence as she sat in her patio chair one afternoon, work files on her lap. She had just said goodbye to Jesse after he had raced into the patio after school to dump his backpack and ask if he could hang out with Trevorandtheguys, to go “likely nowhere” and do “pretty much nothing.” She turned toward the fence, a cavity-inducing smile on her lips. Your disapproval doesn’t faze me.

“At least no driving these days,” Mrs. Saint said. She must have seen them waiting for Jesse on the sidewalk. “Not that boys cannot chase after the trouble on their own foot.”

“Brian’s car has been in the shop,” Markie said, ashamed at how proud she was to show off her knowledge, not only of the driver’s name, but the fact that his car was having troubles. She stopped herself from repeating what Jesse had told her a few days earlier, that it might be something with the transmission. But she did permit herself to add, “It’s a Ford Fusion, by the way. Very common around here.”

“It is only that Frédéric and Bruce are finding things hidden near the trees,” Mrs. Saint said, lengthening her neck to peer at the wooded area behind her garage. “And so it seems maybe they have been back there.”

Markie laughed. “I think Jesse and his friends are a little old to be playing with toys in the woods. Whatever Frédéric and Bruce found, I’m guessing Lola’s the one who left it.”

“Och, but it is not toys. It is cans of . . .” The old woman held up a hand, and with her index finger she pressed an imaginary nozzle. “The spraying kind of paint. Also the ends of cigarettes. They have found these things in the morning time when they did not see them the evening before, and so it seems they are being left there very late.”

“Jesse’s home by ten every night,” Markie said, feeling her voice stiffen. Mrs. Saint craned her head to stare pointedly at the egress window, and Markie felt herself arch up as something inside her snapped. She could not have made it more clear that what she wanted above all was to be left alone, yet other than those first three weeks of blissful silence, she had been intruded on almost daily by this woman! And on every occasion, although Markie had desired desperately to turn her unwanted visitor away at the fence, she had instead forced herself to be polite—friendly, even—despite the fact that on most days she could barely summon the emotional energy to carry on a conversation with her own child.

And what had she gotten from Mrs. Saint in return? Not respect or time alone, but only “Ochs!” and head shakes and criticisms and accusations. It would have been excruciating enough for her to have to deal with a neighbor who was nonjudgmental and uncritical; to have to bear someone so nosy and opinionated was torture. Why had she made herself suffer through this?

“Look,” she said, her voice low, her eyes boring a hole into the old woman, “I am done with your accusations. He’s smoking, his friends are up to no good, he’s sneaking out late at night to play with spray paint? I mean, what else—”

Mrs. Saint chuckled and shook her head as though Markie were a peevish child complaining about things she didn’t understand. “Non, non, but I am for Chessie, of course, not against. I like him very much. And the same is for Frédéric. He feels very worried. Le pauvre, with no father around—”

Markie popped out of her chair and stood ramrod straight. “He has a father!” she heard herself screech as her hands balled into tight fists. Mrs. Saint flinched at the noise and opened her mouth to speak, but Markie beat her to it. “They had a misunderstanding that time you saw his dad drive away without him! A simple misunderstanding, like people have! It wasn’t some big trauma that caused my son to go from perfectly well-behaved boy to sneaky, smoking, spray-painting hoodlum! You’ve blown it all way out of proportion!”

The old woman moved to speak again, but Markie held up a hand and went on. “I don’t know what your problem with me is. Maybe you don’t like single mothers, or maybe you don’t trust teenage boys, or maybe you’re just bored. And obviously, you didn’t get the message when I said it the first time, but I don’t want . . .” She waved her hand at Mrs. Saint and the fence. “All of this! So you need to take your . . . whatever it is . . . somewhere else. And leave me and my kid alone!”

She waited a beat for emphasis before marching to the door and yanking it open. As she stepped inside, she allowed herself a brief glance toward the fence, and to her delight, her neighbor appeared completely cowed—head down, hands clasped together. Markie fought the urge to throw her head back and cackle. She was stepping inside when she heard the woman clear her throat. She froze and waited—she couldn’t wait to hear this apology.

“Of course, a dog would bark if someone was trying to sneak out the special window.”

Markie ground her teeth, stomped inside, and slammed the door.
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She woke in the night to a thud and the sound of voices. At first she thought she must have left the TV on, but when she opened her eyes, the room was dark. The clock read 11:40 p.m. Instinctively, she reached for Kyle.

She hadn’t sobbed, night after night, at the sight of his empty spot in her bed. Nor had she fallen asleep clutching his pillow, or stared miserably into her closet, gripped by regret over the lack of men’s shirts and pants and shoes. The absence of aftershave in the bathroom didn’t depress her. But she had missed him desperately when it was late at night and a lightbulb flickered and then burned out, or the fridge motor kicked on suddenly, waking her. Or when the house creaked—or, like now, thumped.

And lately she had noticed the void when she wanted to complain to someone about Jesse’s bad-temperedness. Many times she had reflexively turned sideways to roll her eyes to Kyle after a particularly rude glare or grunt from her son and had been surprised and saddened to find he wasn’t there. That was her own doing, though, as was the fact that there was no girlfriend she could call and vent to anymore, either. Her mother may or may not have risen to fill the role of confidante, but Markie hadn’t given her the chance. The thing about setting your life up so you could be completely alone was that you ended up completely alone. And while most of the time that suited Markie just fine, there were times when she wondered if it had been the right thing to do. Like when her kid was acting terrible. Or when she was blaming herself for being the reason her kid acted terrible. Or when her house was making noises in the night.

Markie expected that if Kyle missed anything about her, it was probably something equally bland and passionless, like her organizational skills or the way she folded laundry. It made her feel disappointed in both of them, and she vowed to encourage Jesse to hold out for a partner whose absence would cause the complete annihilation of his soul. He should never settle for someone who could be replaced by a good home alarm system or a dry cleaner. She listened for another minute and then, hearing nothing, pulled her hand back from the empty space, rolled over, and drifted back to sleep.

Hours later, a loud knock woke her, and now she was truly frightened. The clock read 3:30 a.m. There was another knock, and she wondered suddenly if it was Mrs. Saint. Maybe she had hurt herself somehow and needed a ride to the hospital. Or lost power. She tiptoed to the window overlooking Mrs. Saint’s house and looked out. There was a light on in her neighbor’s sitting room. Had the old woman left it on before making her way across the yard in the dark?

A louder sound rang out—they were banging now, not just knocking—and Markie realized it was coming from the front door. It couldn’t be her neighbor, then—she would never walk around the house when there was an entry much closer. Kyle wouldn’t show up without texting first, especially at this hour, and Jesse’s friends surely wouldn’t choose three thirty in the morning to make their first appearance. It couldn’t be anyone they knew. Whoever it was must be at the wrong house—a drunken neighbor, maybe.

She realized she had never talked to Jesse about what to do if there was a thud in the night, voices, a knock on the door. Specifically, she had never told him that whatever he did, he shouldn’t answer. It could be some crazed criminal who gained entry into unsuspecting homes by knocking at an hour when people were too tired to question and instead just opened up.

She sat up. He usually slept through anything, but what if this had woken him, too? What if he was getting up right now, making his way to the door? She jumped to her feet and flew downstairs. Sneaking past the front door, she checked the basement, letting out a long, relieved breath when she found it was dark and silent. Jesse must be sleeping through the racket, thank goodness.

Eyeing the front door again, she took a timid step toward it, then another. A narrow strip of glass ran the full length of the wood frame on either side. The glass was thick, like the bottoms of soda bottles, its purpose more about aesthetics and letting in a bit of light, less about providing a clear view outside. But if she got close enough to the glass, she would be able to make something out, at least, and with the outdoor light on and the interior ones off, she would be able to see who was there without being seen herself.

Holding her breath, she stepped to the narrow window and peered out. There was a police car parked at her curb—its lights weren’t flashing, but she could easily identify their silhouettes on its hood. A police officer, his dark uniform distinguishable even through the thick glass, stood on the doorstep, his arm raised, ready to bang again. Markie was flooded with relief.

Until she opened the door and got a clearer look at the squad car: there were two boys in the backseat, and one was her son.





Chapter Fifteen

Five of them, including Jesse, had been caught spray-painting Levin Pharmacy, a few doors down from the sandwich shop. Markie couldn’t believe it. Not only the illegality of the act, but the incongruity of it. Their first week in the bungalow, they had met the Levins, a lovely older couple whom Jesse, true to form, opened up to immediately. He had even offered to make trips to the pharmacy himself when they ran out of paper towels or soap or milk.

“I don’t mind,” he insisted. “Mr. Levin’s funny, and Mrs. Levin’s like a grandma—you know, a typical one, always friendly and happy to see you and handing out cookies and stuff.” Not like Lydia, in other words.

The pharmacy was a stand-alone building, and they had managed to tag three of its four sides before the squad car pulled up. Jesse’s handiwork was confined to the pharmacy’s alley-facing back wall, behind a dumpster. His tag—one straight line about six inches long—might have gone unnoticed, the officer told Markie, as Jesse might have himself, had he not walked to the front of the store, hands up, when he heard the police arresting his friends.

The officer asked Markie to follow the squad car down to the station. Jesse was released into her custody that night, with orders to return on Monday morning to speak to the judge. Because of his age and the fact he’d never been in trouble before, he was likely to be treated under the juvenile code, the officer explained. With luck, he’d get a warning, and his file would be destroyed. The same was true for Trevor, who also had a clean record.

“Judge Hegarty usually gives kids one free pass,” the officer told Jesse. “But don’t ever show up in front of him again.” He pulled Markie aside and said, “Keep him away from the other three guys. They’re always on our radar, and that’s not a place your kid wants to be.” Those three would be almost certain to get probation, since this wasn’t their first time at the station. They’d be ordered to make restitution to the Levins for the damage, too. The oldest two, both juniors and clearly the ringleaders of the operation, might even face charges as adults.

Driving home, Markie tried to loosen her death grip on the steering wheel, to relax the taut muscles that strained so tightly her forearms were shaking. She took deep breaths, held them for a count of four, and let them out slowly while she told herself to wait, calm down, take the time to get home and into the driveway before she let him have it. If she started in on him now, when her rage was at its peak, she might not be able to stop herself.

She watched him as he sat slumped against the passenger-side door, his mouth trembling, his left hand covering his eyes. Was it true remorse or an act? The thought that he might be faking made her want to let go of the steering wheel with her right hand and smash him, a solid backhand to the chest. It’s what her father would do. Not sure how to express your disappointment? Show it.

She had never struck her son before, but God, it was tempting right now, and it would spare her the task of having to sort through the hadron collider of thoughts racing around in her mind, smashing into each other and against the inside of her skull. What was he thinking, sneaking out in the middle of the night with a bunch of teenage thugs? Vandalizing that lovely couple’s property? When had he turned into that kind of person?

He wasn’t the only subject of her rage, though. She was furious with the other boys, too, for coming up with such an asinine plan and dragging her son into it. He was an idiot to go along with it, but that’s all he had done—gone along, and probably because they let him know if he didn’t, he could find another group to hang out with. They had preyed on his new-kid status, and she hated them for that. Pick on someone with your own criminal background.

And then there was Kyle. Unreliable, selfish, non-child-support-paying, good-for-nothing Kyle. The image of her ex-husband made her chest and neck burn with ire—now there was a guy who deserved a good clobbering. Their son needed a strong, responsible father figure, especially now, and what he’d gotten was a useless, spineless man-child who couldn’t keep a single promise. And it wasn’t only how Kyle had acted since the divorce. It was everything he’d done leading up to it—everything he’d done to cause it. How could he expect their son to operate within the boundaries of his mother’s house rules—let alone the law—when Kyle himself had cheated, lied, and stolen his way out of his own marriage?

And what about Markie herself? Didn’t she belong at the top of her own hit list? How stupid could she be, putting an angry teenager into a room with an escape window and assuming he’d only use it in an emergency? Letting him trot off with kids she knew nothing about, accepting his “nothing” and “nowhere” answers? If her son deserved a dressing-down for choosing the wrong friends, for going along with their illegal schemes, didn’t she deserve one, too, for her negligence in allowing him such freedom?

She had spent weeks telling herself she was doing the right thing in giving him a wide berth, telling Mrs. Saint that he was a smart kid, a responsible one, a boy who would never pick bad kids for friends, would never sneak out at night, would never do the things the Frenchwoman had accused him of. She had yelled at the woman today, for God’s sake, screeching at her about falsely accusing her faultless son. Had she really believed he was as innocent as she had claimed, or had she only wanted to believe it to make things easier for herself?

He was so quick to turn silent, so willing to stay that way for days. She had been desperate not to give him a reason to do it. Things were much nicer in the bungalow when she said, “Yes, go ahead. Of course, you can spend time with kids I don’t know / ride in strangers’ cars / have dinner with a family I’ve never met.” The air in the house was easier to breathe when she stifled her concerns, pretended all was well. He’s a good boy. He’s a teenager now. He’s in high school. He’s old enough to make his own decisions.

Sure, he had always been good before, but he’d had different friends before. Hadn’t she sensed something was up with this mostly unnamed group of boys? Hadn’t she wondered if Frédéric was right and it was Brian’s Fusion he had seen downtown? Hadn’t she known, somewhere deep down, the perils of being a new kid, especially one whose self-esteem had been gutted so completely by the bad behavior of his parents? Wasn’t Jesse the precise sort of child most susceptible to getting in with the wrong crowd, doing whatever it took to be accepted?

She felt her body relax, saw her elbows bend, her arms no longer ramrod straight against the wheel. It was no longer such an effort for her to breathe steadily. The desire to hit him, even to yell at him, had passed. “What’s shocking to me,” she said, “is that you like Ben Levin. And Sharon. You’ve been in their store a dozen times, and you’ve always said they were so nice—”

“I know!” he cried, and the noise was like an animal caught in a trap.

He pressed both palms to his ears, and she could see his arms trembling with the force. It wasn’t an act, then. He wasn’t a different kid. He was a confused one, a conflicted one, one who had made a huge mistake. Her heart didn’t break for him, exactly, and she wasn’t anywhere close to feeling bad for him—he was a perpetrator here, not a victim. But something inside her shifted a little.

She wanted to push, to ask him if he had spoken up, suggested they find entertainment of a legal form, or at the very least pick a different target and leave the Levins alone. If he did and they ignored him, he should think about that, about what kind of friends they were. And if he had been afraid to speak up, he should think about that, too. Not that she’d allow him anywhere near them after this—not the three worst ones, anyway. She’d have to think about Trevor. But she told herself to go no further here. She wasn’t in the right frame of mind for a dispassionate discussion about his choice of allies, and neither was he.

They drove a few more blocks before he finally dropped his hands to his lap. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him wiping away tears. He put his glasses back on, shoved his hands under his thighs, and kept his gaze trained on his shoes as she made the final turn onto their street.

“So how long am I grounded for?”

Markie considered the question as she pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine. They were home now, safely parked in the driveway. Finally, she could let him have it. She could feel her father’s “This is not how I taught you! This is not what I expect of a child of mine! As long as you’re living under my roof . . .” creeping up her throat, pressing against the backs of her teeth.

She swallowed the lecture and turned to her son. “Why don’t we both go to sleep now, and tomorrow, when we’re not so exhausted, we can talk about consequences.” She looked at him sharply, ready to retract her statement if she saw even a hint of an I-got-away-with-it smile on his face.

He nodded, his mouth a self-reproaching line. “Okay.” His hand moved to the door handle, but instead of pulling the lever, he let his fingers rest there. “Thanks, Mom. For picking me up. And for not trying to make me feel worse than I already do.”

Inside, he stumbled down to his room. He forgot to close the basement door, and Markie could hear his soft snoring in less than a minute. She pushed the door shut, poured wine into a mug (as her stemware was still boxed up), and retreated to the family room couch. The rage she felt in the car had altered, and so had its targets. Yes, Jesse was to blame for his actions, and he would be punished. For starters, she would send him to the Levins’ store tomorrow to apologize in person. If they didn’t want to hear it—and who could blame them if they didn’t?—she would make him write a letter. After that, well, she was still thinking.

But was she really going to aim all of her ire at a fourteen-year-old boy? Or his slightly older compatriots, none of whom had a completely developed frontal cortex? Kyle was old enough to know better, but had she honestly thought he would act any differently? Could she expect anyone who knew her ex to buy her line that all this time she had been counting on him to show their son the right way to manhood?

Markie refilled her ceramic mug with more wine. Jesse hadn’t been a leader at Saint Mark’s, but he wasn’t a novitiate, either. If someone had come up with the asinine idea to sneak out in the middle of the night and vandalize a building, he would have had more than enough clout to decline without fearing a loss of social position. But those weren’t the kids he was dealing with anymore.

Because his mother had wanted out.

Away. To start over in a place where she could stop at the gas station without worrying that people would see what she was driving now. Run to the grocery store without suffering the pitying looks from across the produce aisle, the whispers in the deli line. “Years, evidently, right under her nose, and she never had a clue.” “Highly leveraged, all of it. I hear even the furniture was rented.”

She hadn’t been able to move quickly enough. She had been in forward motion since the moment she discovered the extent of Kyle’s betrayals, on the fastest track she could find to escape the scene of her plummet from grace. File divorce papers. List the house. Find a rental in a new town, a new school for Jesse, a job where she wouldn’t be recognized—better yet, where she wouldn’t even be seen.

No sobbing herself to sleep over the loss of what might have been. No lying in bed in the mornings, paralyzed with fear about whether she could make it on her own after all those years being part of a couple. No pausing to consider Kyle’s admissions, finally, his pleas for a second chance, his promises he would do better. No time in reverse or even neutral. Move, move, move.

It was for the best, their clean break. New life, new start. She was doing it for both of them so they could move on. And she had moved on—from a passionless marriage, from the constant threat of financial destruction, from the lingering suspicion she was being lied to, cheated on, from the nauseating fear that at any moment she would be discovered for the poseur she was. Jesse, though, had merely moved.

Markie stood, sloshing white wine over the side of her mug. She set it on the floor, shook her hand to fling off the drops, and paced to the side door. She checked the lock, checked it again, and paced to the kitchen counter. What had she been thinking, pulling him away from his friends, his classmates, their neighbors, the world he knew? Away from his father, most of all. Things would have been miserable if she’d stayed with Kyle, but weren’t they miserable now anyway, especially for Jesse? Kyle might not have been Father of the Year while they were married, but he was there, at least, most of the time.

She stepped to the door again, turned right, stepped to the wall, right again, stepped to the couch, right again, lapping the room until she was back at the door. She had assumed she could do it on her own, play the role of father and mother. She thought she had such intuition, such a sense about how to handle him. They were so much alike, she had told herself. His needs would be teenaged versions of hers: solitude, quiet, a judgment-free zone, dinners on his own, TV in his room, no forced conversation.

Back off, she had told herself. Give him space. Don’t push, don’t coddle, don’t crowd. It was the wrong call. Obviously. He needed something else, something different, something more than she was providing. But she had no idea what. More of Kyle? She couldn’t fix that, not now. She could try—she had been rehearsing for some time the next torrent of curse words she would leave on his voice mail—but she knew better than to think it would help.

More discipline? She couldn’t bring herself to mimic her father, or even her mother, for that matter. Military school? She hadn’t had a child just to send him away, though, and it was the same concept her father followed: tear them down to build them up. She wouldn’t do that to Jesse.

She did another lap of the family room, then another. Should she eat more crow, borrow money from her parents, suck it up and move back to their old neighborhood, where the fathers of his friends could spend time with him, show him how men should act? Put him back into Saint Mark’s, where he already belonged and didn’t have to prove himself?

But did he belong there now? What if he had even more to prove after what had happened? Plus, did she want to uproot him again, so soon after doing it the first time? She had already run from their troubles once. Did she want to run a second time? Was that the kind of example she wanted to set for him?

She had no clue where to go from here. Her own strategies hadn’t worked, her parents’ tactics weren’t ones she was willing to attempt, and while she was certain there must be something between the two extremes, she had no idea what it was. She hadn’t thought it through enough before she told Kyle they were finished. She had seen red, blown up, pointed to the door, and told him not to come back. Everything else was just details.

She had not once considered whether she could actually pull off all those details. She hadn’t taken the time to think about what it would take for a single mother to raise a teenage boy. She had acted impulsively because she couldn’t stand pretending anymore. Because she wanted out, she wanted better. She, she, she. At what point, if ever, had she considered her son—what he wanted, what he needed?

Markie poured one more mug of wine and returned to the couch. She took a few sips, then set the cup on the floor, wrapped her arms around her waist, and rocked forward, then back. This is my fault, she told herself. All my fault. She curled onto her side, her arms still wrapped around her waist, and cried herself to sleep.





Chapter Sixteen

Sun through the window in the family room door woke Markie, and soon after, her throbbing skull let her know she wouldn’t be rolling over and drifting back to sleep. Her watch revealed what her head had already told her—it was almost eleven, she was hung over, and it was hours after she usually ingested her daily two cups of coffee. She would be paying for this all day.

She stood, stretched, and kicked over her half-full mug of wine as she stumbled toward the kitchen. Cursing, she wet some paper towels, carrying them back to the family room to dab up the spill. She was on her way back to the kitchen to dispose of the soggy, sour-smelling mess when there was a knock at the door. She turned slowly—her head wouldn’t allow sudden movement—to find Mrs. Saint peering in the door’s window.

Markie’s head pounded harder. She needed to hang a curtain there, she told herself, so she could pretend she wasn’t home when the neighbor knocked. Mrs. Saint motioned for her to hurry, then looked down at the ground, checking, it seemed, on whatever it was she had come to deliver. Markie told herself to get it over with fast: accept what the old woman was offering this time—partially uncooked cinnamon rolls from Ronda, a badly potted houseplant from Bruce, or some household item Mrs. Saint felt they couldn’t live without and had ordered Frédéric to go out and buy—say thank you, and send the woman on her way. After that, she could devote herself to starting the coffeemaker, locating the ibuprofen, and lying quietly until Jesse woke. She had an important conversation planned with him, and she would be of no use if she felt like her skull was about to shatter.

She opened the door, and before she or her neighbor could speak, a blur of black-and-white fur reared up, its huge paws hitting Markie in the chest. She stutter-stepped backward to maintain her balance, and her head, not happy with being jostled so fast and without warning, screamed at her. She gently pressed a palm to her temple as the dog, its front feet back on the floor now, pushed its rib cage into her legs and licked her other hand, her wrist, her forearm—its entire body wagging.

She pulled her hand away and held it out of the dog’s reach, but this only made it bark, a piercing sound that tore through her cranium. It jumped up, trying to reach her hand, and let out another excruciating bark as it rose onto its hind legs, planted its front feet on her chest again, and dove its snout into her armpit. Markie glared at Mrs. Saint, hoping the older woman would read Get this thing off me and out of my house in Markie’s eyes so she wouldn’t have to injure her head by saying the words out loud.

“She is the Australian kind of sheepdog,” Mrs. Saint said. “A pure one, even, which is rare for finding at a dog pound. But she arrived yesterday only, and because Frédéric has been very early this morning, before anyone else had a chance to see her, this is why he was able. They are very intelligent.”

Markie pushed the dog off her chest, and it barked, ran around her, barked again, and ran in the other direction. “And very active,” Mrs. Saint said. “So she will take a lot of Chessie’s time for training and exercising. A big responsibility.” She held a leash toward Markie.

Markie refused to take it. “A lot of Jesse’s time?” she said.

She couldn’t believe it—now the woman expected Jesse to walk her dog for her? And then it hit her. Her brain, caffeine deprived, wasn’t processing quickly. Of course the woman wasn’t there to show off her new dog.

“Ohhhhh no,” Markie said, backing away from the woman and the leash. “No, no, no!”

“Mais, do you not now agree he needs something to occupy his time?” Mrs. Saint asked. “Or someone who will love him like this?”

She nodded to the dog, now licking Markie’s hand, hitting all the spots between her fingers before moving on to her wrist and then her forearm. She had given up trying to keep them under her armpits, since it only made the dog jump up and bark, and her head couldn’t take either.

“I love Jesse,” Markie said, and even in her compromised mental state, it sounded as ridiculous as Mrs. Saint’s expression conveyed. Man’s best friend is not his mother.

“And also this,” Mrs. Saint said, holding out her other hand to offer a folded piece of paper.

The dog’s records, Markie assumed. She was curious, nothing more, so she took the paper. But when she opened it, she saw a to-do list, a dozen or so jobs to be done around Mrs. Saint’s house. The words “Help Frédéric with” preceded at least half of the tasks.

“I know he has a father,” Mrs. Saint said, raising her hands in defense. “It is only that Frédéric has been saying he could use some help. He would pay Chessie for the work, of course.”

“Frédéric would pay?” Markie didn’t know why she was asking about this detail, since she wasn’t about to let her son spend a minute on the other side of the fence.

“Och, I mean of course I would pay him,” Mrs. Saint said, as though one thing were the same as the other.

Markie waited for an explanation, but Mrs. Saint turned, pretending to check on something at the door. When she turned back, Markie handed her the list.

“No. Absolutely not. Jesse has enough on his plate with schoolwork and friends.”

“But surely you do not still like these friends?”

Markie was about to lie when Mrs. Saint added, “Frédéric saw.”

“Saw what?”

Mrs. Saint pressed her lips together and lowered her chin slightly. Let’s not do this, she seemed to be saying.

“So Frédéric was at your house at three in the morning?”

Mrs. Saint lowered her chin again—this wasn’t about where Frédéric spent the night. But she fake-checked the door again, and while her head was turned, she said in a thin voice, “He saw the graffiti at the pharmacy. When he was there first thing, for the paper. He spoke to Ben and found out who.”

Liar! Markie wanted to scream, but her head wouldn’t permit it. Mrs. Saint turned back from the door, but she wouldn’t make eye contact, and instead, she glanced from the leash, which she held in one hand, to the list in the other, and extended both again.

Markie ignored both items and basked in the glow of victory. I’ve caught her! She wanted to push the woman on this, this Nosy Parker who was always so eager to push everyone else on everything. But the dog had tired of licking her and was now back to running circles around her, trying to get her to chase it; and Markie, sensing another round of barking coming on, cradled her head in anticipation. She needed the dog to stop, and she needed coffee—those were her priorities. Mrs. Saint’s secret relationship with Frédéric would have to wait.

She turned to the kitchen, waving a hand vaguely in her neighbor’s direction to let her know she was done talking. She was headed for the coffeemaker when a thumping on the basement stairs created a new assault on her brain, and a second later the door burst open, and Jesse stood in the opening wearing only jeans, his hair a mess, glasses clutched in one hand.

“I thought I heard barking,” he said, in a voice that showed he knew that couldn’t possibly be what he heard.

He pushed his glasses on, peered around the kitchen and family room, and spotted their visitors. “Oh, hey! It was barking!”

The dog, on hearing the new voice, barreled through the kitchen toward the boy, and before Jesse could prepare himself, it leaped up, planting its front paws on his chest. The skinny teenager was no match for the running dog, and he toppled over backward, landing hard on his nonexistent rump. All Markie could see of her son was his jeans and bare feet as the dog stood over him, its tail wagging furiously.

She heard panting and licking, and “Hey! Hey! Stop!” and prepared herself for the moment when Jesse recovered from the shock and started complaining, maybe even cursing, about the unexpected assault. She wouldn’t blame him for being angry, and she glared at Mrs. Saint herself, ready to add a few choice words to her son’s. The dog was out of control. It was a wonder Jesse hadn’t hit his head and gotten a concussion or stumbled farther backward and all the way down the stairs.

But Jesse’s protests gave way to giggling, and soon his hands appeared on each of the dog’s sides as he first patted its fur, then buried his hands in it. The dog’s legs folded as it lay flat on top of the boy who, still laughing, lifted his head off the floor and peered over the animal’s back at Markie and Mrs. Saint. This exposed his neck, which the dog immediately attacked with its long tongue, sending Jesse into hysterics.

His “Stop! Stop!” was the same fake protest Markie had many times heard before, when he was a little boy, begging her and Kyle to stop tickling him while at the same time hoping they would keep it up. His hands moved up the dog to the crest of its back, where they joined, his fingers interlacing as he hugged the animal close. Markie could see his head moving side to side as he burrowed his face into the dog’s fur.

She dreaded turning back around and facing Mrs. Saint, who would surely be smiling smugly, waiting for Markie’s concession that the older woman did indeed know what was best for Jesse. She gritted her teeth and faced her neighbor, and she was shocked to see that the old woman’s eyes were glassy, not triumphant, and her lips, which didn’t seem to know if they should form a happy arc or a regretful one, trembled from one shape to the other. She was looking at the boy and the dog, but at the same time, she seemed to be looking through them to some other place and time.

Was it her own childhood she was remembering? Markie wondered. Or one she had once hoped to witness and never did? Markie recalled Mrs. Saint’s curt “Non” when she had asked about children. But was curt the correct word? Or was it that the topic was a painful one for her neighbor, and she simply hadn’t wanted to discuss it? Not every woman is heartbroken to not have children, but plenty are.

How did I overlook that possibility? Markie asked herself. Why had she allowed herself to leap straight to a conclusion that was completely devoid of compassion? And she had done the same thing with her neighbor’s evasiveness about the topic of how she knew Frédéric; for all she knew, there could be an equally reasonable justification for why Mrs. Saint didn’t want to discuss it. Yet all this time, Markie had been irritated by her refusal to answer. She had been five parts suspicion and zero parts sympathy. So eager to blame, so slow to try to understand.

God, Markie thought, when did I become so hard?

She regarded her son, still laughing as he hugged the dog. She didn’t want a dog. But then, she also hadn’t wanted to give things another try with Kyle, and now he had dissolved into vapor in his child’s life. She hadn’t wanted to borrow more money from her parents to keep Jesse at Saint Mark’s, either, or to stay in town near his old friends, so she had moved him away, stuck him in a big public school with a new batch of kids—and look how that was turning out.

She reached for the leash. “But that’s all,” she said firmly. “No jobs for Jesse.” She pointed to the list in the woman’s other hand and shook her head.

Mrs. Saint tucked the paper away in her jacket pocket, and Markie waited for an indication that the bossy old woman was thinking to herself that the dog was not all, in fact, and there would indeed be jobs for Jesse. But Mrs. Saint’s wistful expression didn’t change, and when she withdrew her hand from her pocket, it clutched a tissue, which she touched to the inside corner of each eye.

“I have left food and bowls outside the door,” she whispered, turning to leave. “And Frédéric will come soon with a cage—I mean to say a crate—in case you . . .” She bowed her head and gave up the end of her sentence. Reaching the door, she gave Markie a quivering smile, then let herself out.

Markie rushed to the window and watched as Mrs. Saint made her way slowly home, stopping several times to lift the tissue to her eyes. Frédéric appeared then, carrying a dog crate out of the garage. When he saw Mrs. Saint, he stopped midstride, dropped the crate, and ran to her, a hand extended. Markie waited for the old woman to wave him off, annoyed, but instead, she allowed him to take her arm.

When she was safely on the other side of the fence, the old woman tilted her head and rested her cheek on his chest. Markie’s jaw dropped, and her mouth stayed open for a long moment as Frédéric and Mrs. Saint stood there, his lips moving as he said things that made her nod her head or shrug or lean harder against him. From time to time, she raised the tissue again, until finally he took it from her and touched it to her eyes himself.

Markie couldn’t breathe. Her own eyes filled, and as she reached up to wipe them, she realized her head no longer pounded. The ache had moved to the left side of her chest.

Finally, Mrs. Saint extricated herself and continued toward the house. Frédéric called something after her, and she held up a hand without turning back, then let herself in the side door and disappeared while he remained at the fence, staring after her. He pressed the tissue to his own eyes and held it there for a moment before he shoved it in the pocket of his dress pants and trudged, slump-shouldered, to retrieve the crate.





Chapter Seventeen

The dog was finally, blessedly, asleep. Jesse had wrestled with her for an hour in the backyard, then fed her and took her for a long walk. She was on high energy for all of it, with no signs of tiring, and Markie wondered what feat of strength it would take for him to force her into her crate. But when they returned from their walk, he simply pointed to the bed waiting inside the metal enclosure and said, “Crate,” and she walked in happily and plunked herself down, exhausted. When he latched the door closed, she looked up, mildly curious, and then laid her head back down. She was snoring moments later.

Markie sent him immediately to the pharmacy to apologize to the Levins, telling him their discussion about consequences could wait. She had no intention of being home alone when the animal was fully rested and back into jumping/running/barking/licking mode. Along with the food and bowls, Mrs. Saint had left a long tie-out leash for the yard, a luxurious-looking dog bed and matching blanket, a thin file about “Angel” that the pound had handed over, and a book about Australian sheepdogs. Markie glanced at the table of contents, and when she saw the chapter titled “High Intelligence, Higher Energy,” she closed the book, frowned at the sleeping animal, and silently cursed her neighbor for forcing on them the exact thing she didn’t need in her life right then.

She decided that when she and Jesse did get around to their consequences discussion, part of it would include a threat that if the dog became too much for her son to handle, they would take it straight back to the pound. Her capitulation had come during a moment of mental weakness, brought on by her hangover and caffeine withdrawal. Now that she had partially cured herself with two cups of strong coffee and three ibuprofen, she was thinking more clearly, and she was prepared to set some firm limits.

At about the time she was beginning to wonder how things were going at the pharmacy, Jesse walked in. She didn’t have to ask how it went: he was crying. She stood and opened her arms, but he evaded her hug and flopped onto the family room rug beside the crate. He unlatched the door and Angel rushed out, ready to play.

“No,” he told her quietly. “Just lie down.” To Markie’s surprise, the dog folded her legs, landing on her stomach, and nestled her nose into his neck. He pushed her gently on her side and buried his face in her furry chest, and Markie silently cursed her neighbor again—for forcing on them the exact thing her son needed in his life right then.

She gave him what she hoped was enough time, and then asked, “So I guess the Levins didn’t want to listen to your apology?”

“They listened,” he said, his voice muffled by the dog’s coat.

“Oh! Good. But then why are you—”

“He was devastated, Mom!” It wasn’t easy to make out his words, but he had his face pressed into the dog for a reason, so she wasn’t about to ask him to sit up and face her so she could hear him more clearly. After a while, Jesse rolled his head away from Angel and looked at his mother with red-rimmed eyes.

“He’s almost eighty,” he said, “and of course he has that German accent. I never added it up before.” He made a guttural noise then, his mouth twisting in self-hatred. “I’m such a jerk!” He waited for her to catch on, and when she didn’t, he said, “Have you heard of Kristallnacht?”

“Oh my God,” she said, and now she felt like the jerk.

“He told me all about it. He said it was the most terrifying night of his life!” Jesse cried, his voice in splinters. “They lost everything, including the store his father had spent a lifetime building! And guess what kind of store it was? A pharmacy!”

“Jesus.”

“And we had to go and fucking spray-paint all over the store he built here! I am such an asshole!”

He didn’t apologize for the language, and Markie made no comment about it as she watched him pull the dog closer, its wide, pink tongue lapping across his eyes over and over as his rib cage jumped up and down with his sobs. Finally, his body stilled and the pink tongue moved to his neck. He cleared his throat and spoke in a voice he struggled to keep from breaking.

“Mrs. Levin told me that when the police called them last night, they both drove straight over to look, and for the entire ride over, they held each other’s hands and cried. She said when Mr. Levin saw the store all covered with paint, the whole thing came back to him so loudly he actually covered his ears. He could hear it like it was happening again, right there—rocks going through windows, and people crying and yelling in the streets.

“And he could see it, too—old men getting beaten up right in front of everyone, his sister crying, his parents shouting at them to hurry up and pack, they were leaving right away—” Jesse’s voice cracked, and his whole body shook. He sniffed, dragged an arm across his nose, and tried to compose himself.

“He set it up inside to look just like his dad’s. The pharmacy, I mean. His parents never saw it. They never made it out. Only he and his sister did, and before he left, he promised his dad he’d do this—set up another store, make it look exactly the same. Carry on what his dad had started. Mrs. Levin told me she’s known all along that he’s more proud of the store than he was when their kids were born. And it’s never bothered her, because the kids were for the two of them, but the store was for”—his voice broke again—“everyone who came before them.”

He rolled onto his back and raised his right arm high into the air before bringing it down fast, slamming his hand on the floor. It made a loud thwomp! on the area rug, and Markie gasped—if he had done that on the wood floor, he surely would have broken bones. Before she could ask if he was okay, he rolled back onto his side and shoved his face into Angel’s fur again. The dog wagged her tail and licked the top of his head as he howled into her chest.

It was shameful, what Jesse and his friends had done to Mr. Levin’s store, what they had put that lovely old couple through. But as she watched her son crying into his dog’s fur, she felt no shame. Jesse had sucked all of that emotion from the air inside the bungalow, leaving none for her to grab on to. Instead, she felt sadness that this sensitive boy felt lost enough, insecure enough in his new friendships, desperate enough to do whatever it took to cling to them, that he had allowed himself to go along with something that was anathema to the person he really was.

After what felt to Markie like an hour, he finally stopped crying, sniffed, and rolled onto his back again, folding an arm behind his head and looking at Markie with swollen, bloodshot eyes.

“I have an idea about a punishment. It’s not purely grounding, though, so I don’t know what you’ll say.”

“Try me,” she said.

“I thought I could get a job and give the money I earn to Mr. Levin. The police said some of the guys are going to have to pay something to him anyway. But I don’t know if it’ll be enough to cover all the damages. Mr. Levin told me he paid two of his employees a thousand dollars to go down there in the middle of the night and cover it up, so by the time anyone came in early today, it would look like it always did.”

So, Markie thought, Mrs. Saint had been lying after all. Frédéric couldn’t have seen the graffiti when he went for the paper that morning. Jesse went on.

“He probably could’ve gotten it fixed for a lot cheaper, but he had them paint the entire outside instead of just covering the graffiti. He didn’t want people to look at the store and see something had been covered up. He didn’t want people to guess at what someone might’ve written—”

“Oh my God! Did they write—?” Markie started, her chest suddenly filled with ice.

“No!” Jesse shot up from the floor onto his knees. “None of us even knew their . . . background. The guys were just being idiots, doing their usual tags, nothing to do with the Levins at all. And I would never! Do you think I would—?”

“No,” she said. “But I didn’t know about the others.”

“They wouldn’t, either,” he said, still on his knees. “Anyway, I don’t know if the money will cover all of that. And even if it does, I want to pay him back, too.” He looked up at her, his eyes pleading. “When I’m not working I’d be at home, grounded. I should be grounded—I want to be. I’m just asking to be ungrounded for, like, a few hours a day, a few days a week, until I’ve given him the thousand dollars. And in exchange for being let out for work, I’ll be grounded for the whole time it takes me to pay him, even if that’s a longer time than you would’ve said.”

“It’ll take you a long time to earn that much money on your own,” Markie said. “Months. Do you think the other guys will want to pitch in? The ones who don’t end up with restitution orders, I mean? Trevor?”

He twisted his lips. “Doubt it.”

“Do you want to ask?”

“Nah. Pretty sure they’ll think it’s a stupid idea.”

She pressed her top two teeth hard against her bottom lip. And this doesn’t make you reconsider whether these are kids you want to be friends with? But she said nothing. Push too hard to get kids out of your child’s life, and he’ll only pull even harder to keep them in it.

“So are you saying yes?” he asked.

“I want to hear what the judge says first,” Markie said. “It’s not a given he’ll let you off completely, and he might have something in mind of his own.”

“Trevor’s dad talked to a lawyer,” Jesse said. “He said he’s, like, ninety-nine percent sure we’re going to be fine.” He started to smile, but then he seemed to think better of it. “I mean if the judge lets us off easy.”

“Grounded,” Markie said, “except for going to and from work. And before your grounding is over, we’re going to have a long discussion about how much time you’ll be spending with those older boys. The ones who led the entire operation.”

Jesse snapped his head up, his mouth open, ready to protest. He seemed to talk himself out of this, too, and instead he said quietly, “They’re not bad guys, Mom.”

“Still.”

He turned away from her, and she could see the muscles in his jaw working as he struggled to control his emotions. “They’re also my ride to school and back. Not to mention the only people I really know at school. And Trevor’s still going to be with them all the time, so if I can’t be around them—”

“We don’t have to do this now,” she said.

“It’s not like they’re getting pulled into the police station every week. So I’m not sure why . . .”

His voice had changed from the plaintive tone he had used to tell her about the Levins to the touchy one that usually signaled an impending day or two of radio silence. It wasn’t much consolation to Markie that she had the upper hand here. It had been a terrible weekend, but there was a silver lining within her grasp—a newfound closeness between them, a greater degree of mutual respect, where she didn’t lower the hammer like her father would have, and in return, he didn’t shut her out completely. If she kept on about Trevor and the guys, she would strip all the shininess out. “You know what,” she said, “let’s just forget about it for now. I was thinking out loud, mostly, and I shouldn’t have done that. We can talk about it later, when you’re done being grounded. Okay?”

He turned back to her, a grateful half smile on his lips. “Yeah,” he said.

Bullet dodged, Markie thought. For now, and possibly forever. By the time he found someone willing to hire a fourteen-year-old, then got in enough hours to earn $1,000, Trevorandtheguys would hopefully have tired of waiting for him and dropped him from the group. She didn’t believe for a second they were the only kids he knew at school, nor did she worry that if he weren’t part of their little posse, he would spend the rest of high school friendless.
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“The thing is,” Jesse said on Monday night, coming up from the basement, “there aren’t a lot of people who’ll hire ninth graders.” He had appeared before the judge that afternoon, and to their tremendous relief, he was given a firm warning but nothing more, his file destroyed. Free to charge ahead with his voluntary restitution plan, he had been on his computer most of the evening, looking for jobs.

Markie looked up from the dining room table, where she was filling out her log sheet and organizing files for the next day. “True,” she said, trying not to gloat. Operation Keep Him Away from the Bad Kids was proceeding exactly as she had hoped.

“So I think my best bet is Trevor’s dad.”

Her heart sank. “Trevor’s dad will hire you?”

“Yeah. He owns a lumberyard. Trevor works there sometimes, like weekends and in the summer. I just talked to him, and he said a couple of guys quit and his dad could use some help. It’s a lot more, you know, physical than I really want, but the pay is, like, amazing. I could pay Mr. Levin super fast.”

“I’m not so sure—”

“It would only be me and Trevor,” he said, rushing in. “None of the others. And we’d be working the entire time, except for, like, a five-minute break now and then, which we wouldn’t even leave the yard for. I’d go straight there and come straight home after. Trevor’s in trouble, too, so he’s not allowed to go anywhere but school, work, and home anyway. And I promise I’ll walk Angel every day before school, like I did today, so you won’t have to deal with her.”

He had taken the dog out for so long that morning that Markie worried he might be late for his first class. He made it in time, though, and Angel was so tired from the outing she dozed most of the day. She fussed twice, and Markie put her on the tie-out, but there were no hijinks—the exhausted dog trotted obediently from the crate to the leash and back again. Markie could hardly complain—it was good for her to get up and move around every few hours anyway, and the brief interruptions hadn’t interfered with her ability to get through a respectable number of files.

Jesse looked at her imploringly, and she turned away, unable to withstand his earnestness. He had found himself a job, and a physical one at that—talk about self-imposed penance! How many teenagers would go to such lengths to right their wrongs? What reasonable parent would stand in the way?

She tried to stifle her disappointment. This was not the months-long job search she had been hoping for, the long delay she was counting on to keep him safe from the influence of the other boys. He would be plugged into the group as much as ever if he spent afternoons and weekends with Trevor. So much for distance, for them getting tired of waiting for him.

“So can I?” he asked.

Markie racked her brain for alternatives, anyone who might hire a fourteen-year-old. People she knew from their former life—she would force herself back over that creaky bridge if she had to. People Kyle knew.

“Oh!” she said, having suddenly remembered Kyle’s friend Danny, who owned an office supply store.

Kyle had shown up with him at dinnertime about a year earlier, explaining, as she hastily set another place at the table and redistributed their three-person meal among four plates, that they had been pals since high school and lost touch. “Until we literally smacked into each other in an aisle in his store a few hours ago! And I couldn’t very well just shake his hand and say, ‘See you in another twenty years.’ So I dragged him out for a few drinks and told him he had no choice but to come have dinner with us.”

Danny, who had looked sheepish when Kyle claimed “a few drinks,” also seemed surprised that his old friend hadn’t called or texted his wife hours earlier to let her know about their dinner guest. But Markie told him it was fine, he should stay, and by the time the meal was over, he was clasping a hand on Jesse’s shoulder and saying the boy should look him up if he ever needed a job.

“You seem a lot more upright than your old man,” he’d joked.

Kyle had laughed, too, and said, “No, really, I meant it—I’ll get the next round for sure,” but Markie had a feeling that the afternoon’s drinks weren’t all Danny was talking about.

“I have an idea,” she told Jesse. “But I need to check into it first.”

“So I should tell Trevor no?”

“For now,” she said.

Markie sent her text the moment Jesse returned to the basement: Kyle, we really need to talk about Jesse. Call me. She had tried him a few times on Sunday, to no avail, and Jesse had had no luck reaching him earlier in the day before they left for court.

Two hours later, as she was getting ready for bed, her phone dinged with his response.

Been tied up. Call you first thing in the AM.





Chapter Eighteen

Markie checked her watch after Jesse left for school the next morning: it was just after seven. Knowing her ex and his loose interpretation of the phrase “first thing,” she predicted she could get a few hours of work done before she heard from him, so she ushered Angel into her crate, settled into a chair at the dining room table, and opened her first file.

She hadn’t even read two sentences when the crying began. “Hush,” she called. “Go to sleep.”

The crying didn’t stop, and by the end of the first paragraph, it changed to a high-pitched howl. Markie cursed her own softness—she had let Jesse get away with only a half-hour walk this morning, since it had seemed darker and colder than the day before. No more mercy, she told herself. He would need to start wearing a thick sweatshirt and a reflective vest from now on.

“Fine,” she said, unable to ignore the howling, “but just for a few minutes.”

In the family room, she unlatched the crate, and the prisoner, overjoyed at her release, leaped up. The force knocked Markie backward, and her tailbone hit the wood floor, followed by the back of her head. She gasped in pain as the dog trotted over her and tore through the kitchen. Markie could hear the sound of nails scratching on hardwood and furniture being knocked into—and over—as Angel made her way past the dining room table and into the living room.

“Angel! Come!” Markie begged feebly, in too much agony to yell.

She eased herself to her feet, using the arm of the couch as a crutch, in time to see Angel shoot around the corner from the front hall, her paws paddling frantically as she lost her footing on the kitchen floor.

“Crate,” Markie pleaded, pointing.

And praying—there was no way she would be able to chase the dog down if she took off again. Angel, thank goodness, obeyed, and Markie slid the latch closed. “You can whine and cry all you want. You’re not coming out again until Jesse gets home.”

As if on cue, the dog pressed her snout through the top bars of the enclosure and howled. Hands over her ears, Markie limped back to the dining room and tried to resume working. Ten minutes later, the dog hadn’t let up, and Markie, cursing, carried her file upstairs. She closed her bedroom door and lay on the bed on her stomach—it was a better position for her bruised tailbone anyway—and started over on the first sentence.

The howling continued, and Markie turned her radio on, cranking the volume to drown out the dog. The music hurt her already-sore head, though, and after fifteen minutes she realized she still hadn’t made it past the first paragraph. This wasn’t the route to a healthy paycheck or to maintaining her work-from-home status.

Glaring at her too-thin bedroom door, she wondered if she dared let Angel out long enough to fold up the crate and carry it down to Jesse’s room. It didn’t seem possible in her condition, and anyway, she remembered lying in bed and hearing the gunfire and shouting from Jesse’s video games through the heating vents. The boy had quickly agreed to keep the sound off. She could expect no such cooperation from the dog.

She was staring, unseeing, at her file and wondering how she was ever going to earn a living under these conditions, when Kyle called. “You wanted to talk?”

Angel howled again, and Markie winced. “Can you meet me someplace?” she asked. “Somewhere over here would be great—I’ve got a lot of work to do, and I’m behind already.”

“Yeah,” he said, drawing out the word, and she braced herself for a complication. “The thing is, I’d need to get a cab, so distance is a bit of an issue. Can you come here?”

“What happened to your car?”

“Long story, but there’s a coffee shop near my apartment. On Water Street. You know the one?”

She thought of the stack of unread files on her table and sighed. “Meet you in thirty minutes?”
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He stood when she reached the table, reaching his arms out stiffly, awkwardly, more Dr. Frankenstein’s monster than ex-spouse. She had no idea what he expected her to do—turn herself sideways and squeeze between them?—so she leaned around and pecked him on the cheek. They put their orders in with the barista, and when they sat down, Markie apologized that she didn’t have much time, so she was just going to jump right in.

“Brace yourself,” she warned, and then she described everything that had happened in the past three and a half days, from the thump in the night to the banging on the door to the squad car, the new dog, the judge, and blessedly, the warning and the destroyed juvenile file. She relived it all in the telling, and as she spoke, her heart pounded, and she pressed her thumb and forefinger against the bridge of her nose to stop the tears that were threatening. When she was finished, she looked up through her fingers to find Kyle was mirroring her—finger and thumb against the bridge of his nose, head down.

“I know,” she said gently. “It’s a lot to take in. And so disappointing. I cried—”

It was then that she realized he wasn’t crying. He was laughing.

“You think it’s funny?” she said, and a couple at a nearby table looked over. She ignored them and repeated the question, louder this time.

He looked up at her, guilty, and tried to stop laughing.

“I don’t believe this!”

“Oh, come on,” he said, reaching for her hand. She moved it away. “Nothing happened to him, right? Record destroyed, you said? So then, no harm, no foul. And you’ve got to admit . . . I mean, think about it! He’s hidden behind the dumpster, completely out of view. Safe! But he has to be all God-and-country about it and give himself up! I mean, it’s funny! He couldn’t be a criminal if he tried!”

Markie stood, purse in hand. “I didn’t drive all the way—”

“No!” he said. “Don’t go! I’ll stop!” He stood, too, and took her by the arms. “Please. I’m sorry. It’s just so . . . classic Jesse. ‘Here I am, Officer! Arrest me, too!’ I mean, any other kid would’ve crouched down in the dark until the cops left and then hightailed it out of there. And who else but Jesse would’ve come up with the idea to pay the old man back? I know he’s been cranky with you for the past few months—with both of us. But it’s times like this when a person’s mettle shows, and I’ll tell you what—our boy’s got some.”

He pushed her gently backward and down, until she was seated again. Sitting, too, he said, “I know you were worried—are worried. But think about it. He came home crying, you said. He wants to earn a thousand dollars and give every cent of it to this man. This is not a kid who can stomach crime. He’s wielded his last can of spray paint, I guarantee it.”

“I don’t know about that,” Markie said. “But I do know I’m not thrilled about him working with this . . . Trevor. So I was thinking maybe your friend Danny could hire him at his store. To stock shelves or whatever. Remember when he was over? He loved Jesse, and when he was leaving, he told him—”

“Yeah,” Kyle said, dragging a palm across his chin, “I’m not sure that’s going to work.”

“Why not? Can you at least ask him before you—?”

“The thing is, Danny and I are . . . sort of on the outs at the moment.”

“Why?”

“He says I owe him money.”

She looked at the ceiling, then back at him. “Which means you do owe him money.”

“So he says.”

“Is there some reason you won’t just pay him back?” she asked, but before he could answer, she stopped herself. “Never mind,” she said. “I don’t want to hear it. I’m done hearing your lame excuses—”

“Can we not do this here?” he asked quietly, looking around the shop.

Markie slumped in her chair. “Fine. Do you have any other friends who might hire him? Ones who’re still talking to you, I mean?”

“Seriously, Markie. Can you not? With the attitude?”

“I need help here, Kyle, and so does your son.”

“Kyle?” the barista called from the counter, and Markie watched as he jumped up and flashed the woman his most enchanting smile. At the counter, he leaned toward her to pick up the lattes and said something in a low voice. The barista threw her head back, laughing, and said, “I can see I’m going to have to keep my eye on you.” Markie turned away.

Kyle set their lattes on the table, and she took a sip of hers while she waited for him to sit. Still standing, he cleared his throat. “You, uh, have any cash? It came to nine forty, and I only had a five.”

“Nine dollars for two coffees?” she asked.

She reached for her wallet and gave him a ten. He paid the barista and sat again. “Look,” she asked, “could you at least come over every other day or something and walk this crazy dog of his? If he’s going to be out looking for a job, then putting in his hours, plus staying up on homework, he’s not going to be able to get up at five every morning and tire it out. And I can’t have it tearing up my house and howling while I’m trying to work.”

“I’m really not a dog person, is the thing,” he said.

“Neither am I!” she said. “But it’s not just about the dog, Kyle. You’re Jesse’s father. He needs you. Not only to take Angel for walks, but to just be with him. Spending time, talking, doing father-son things. He’s spiraling. Can’t you see that?”

“Well, I’m really not set up to have him over at my new place,” he said. “It’s small. I don’t even have a TV. And the fridge is one of those dorm room ones that hardly hold any food; the kid would starve. And I can’t imagine you really want me coming around your place every other day. You divorced me, Markie. You wanted me out of your life.”

It was a typical Kyle move, blaming his bad behavior on her, and she opened her mouth to call him on it. But his body seemed to have sagged, suddenly, and his face, normally bright with optimism, seemed weary. Markie changed course, and instead of berating him, she softened her voice and said, “We’ve known each other forever, you and I. We have a son together. I never imagined we would stop being in each other’s lives. You can come to the house. To walk the dog or just to hang out with Jesse. It’s fine with me.” Fine was a stretch, a very long one, but she was willing to extend herself for her son’s sake.

Something in Kyle seemed to break then, and his body and face both crumpled. Markie had never seen him look so broken. She felt her exasperation melt away as compassion took its place. She tried to think of something encouraging to say to him, but before she could come up with anything, he leaned forward, his voice low and unsteady, and said, “The thing is, I don’t blame you. Look, I know I’m not a guy who spends a lot of time on self-examination, but even I’m not too dense to have given a bit of thought to why my wife didn’t want to be married to me anymore. I screwed up. I know I did. I’m . . . what was the word you used? Flaky?”

She started to apologize, but he waved her off and went on. “And you were right,” he said. “I’m a complete flake. Always have been. The only time I was anywhere close to being a stand-up guy was when I was with you. On my own, I’m . . .” He looked away for a long moment before facing her again and whispering, “I’m a fuckup. I know I am. I mean, for God’s sake, I just had to ask my ex-wife to help cover two measly lattes. Yeah, I owe Danny money, and a few other people, too. I got fired last week, and I’m not sure if there’s a job around here I haven’t already been hired for and canned from. Plus, I’m hardly a shining example of fidelity or honesty or any other moral you’d want to pass on to a kid. So what the hell do I have to offer Jesse?”

Markie moved to speak, but Kyle held up a hand to stop her. “He takes after you, thank God,” he continued. “I know he had this one huge lapse of judgment with the spray paint, but we both know that’s not who he really is. He’s a grounded kid, an honest one, a responsible one. He’s going to be a good man. I agree with you that he needs to get away from these guys he’s been hanging out with. They’re a bad influence. But so am I. He’s better off without me.”

“Kyle,” Markie said, reaching for his hand, “you can’t believe that’s true.”

“We both know it is,” he said. He stood. “I need to get out of here.”

“Wait!” Markie said, rising as he made his way to the front of the shop. “We don’t both know it’s true! I think—”

But he was gone.
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Jesse jogged up the walk, tossed his backpack onto one of the patio chairs, and, out of breath, asked if she had checked into her job idea. His sincerity filled her with regret. They were failing him, she and Kyle. She needed to do better.

“I did, and it didn’t pan out. I’m sorry.”

Her words were almost drowned out as Angel, trapped inside in her crate, resumed the deafening protest she had kept up most of the day. Jesse ran inside and reappeared a moment later, the dog leashed. He held her off with one hand as she jumped up, desperate for attention, and used the other to fish his cell phone from his back pocket.

“So I can call Trevor and say yes?”

Markie was tempted to tell him, look, it was a lovely gesture, his promise to pay the Levins back, and she was proud of him for even thinking of it, but the entire thing was getting a little too complicated. Maybe a handwritten letter of apology would be an adequate alternative. How long could he avoid the wrong path if his workmate was one of his co-vandals? Damn her ex and his uncanny ability to burn bridges with every colleague and acquaintance he’d ever known! If not for Kyle’s unpaid debt to Danny, there would have been an alternative that kept Jesse’s conscience strong while also keeping him away from Trevorandthehoodlums.

“Mom?” Jesse said, holding his phone aloft. “Can I? Call him? His dad’s there until five today, and he told Trevor I could come in and—oh, hi, Mrs. Saint!” He waved, and when Markie turned to look and saw no one, he explained, “She was on the porch, but she just went inside.”

Markie bowed her head in defeat and sighed. She couldn’t believe what she was about to suggest, but anything was better than letting him spend more time with Trevor the spray-painting twit. Taking a breath, she gestured across the fence and said her next words as fast as she could, before she lost her nerve.

“Go talk to her. She has a list of things Frédéric could use help with. When she first told me, I didn’t think you’d be interested, but, obviously, things have changed. The list wasn’t all that long, but I bet if you tell her what you’re trying to do, she’ll add to it.”

“You want me to talk to Mrs. Saint?” he asked, incredulous. “You want me to work for her?”

Markie chastised herself for the sighing and muttering she had done about their neighbor in her son’s presence. From now on, she would keep her griping to herself.

She nodded. “It would probably be a lot less physical than the lumberyard.”

A self-conscious smile flickered over his lips. “I was starting to worry about that, to be honest. Trevor’s a lot bigger than me. But you really think she’d come up with more stuff? A thousand bucks’ worth?”

“I do.”

“That’s, like, crazy.”

Before Markie had a chance to reconsider whether perhaps Trevor might be the lesser of the two evils after all, Jesse took off across the patio, Angel running behind. She watched as they sped across the lawn, jumped the fence, and sprinted the rest of the way to Mrs. Saint’s side door. Jesse knocked, and a moment later, Frédéric answered, bowing stiffly in greeting. He exchanged a few words with Jesse, then called over his shoulder.

Mrs. Saint appeared, opening her folded piece of paper and holding it out to Jesse, who took it with one hand and held the dog’s collar with the other as she pulled to get in the door. Markie waited for Mrs. Saint to point to the screened porch or the tie-out or some other place where Jesse could secure the animal so she wouldn’t sneak into the house. But the older woman stepped back, pulling Frédéric with her to make room, and beckoned the boy and his pet inside. The door shut behind them, leaving Markie alone, gawking at her neighbor’s closed door.





Chapter Nineteen

The thud of a closing door woke Markie at 5:45 on Wednesday morning. She panicked for a moment, recalling the last time she’d been woken by a noise in the night, but a moment later she heard Angel whine from the sidewalk outside her window. Peeking out, she saw them walking down the street, Jesse holding plastic bags in one hand, the leash in the other, as the animal tugged, trying to get him to move faster. He resisted and forced her to walk beside him at his ambling pace, and Markie grinned. The boy might want a dog, but he did not want a morning jogging routine. Angel would have to get used to the fact that her owner was a video gamer, not a runner.

She was finishing her second cup of coffee when the two of them came panting in an hour later.

“I tried getting up earlier,” he said, “I really did, but I just couldn’t do it. Sorry. I know you think she needs to be out a lot longer.” He collapsed on the floor, struggling to muster the energy required to unhook the leash. “Even the hour killed me.” He closed his eyes and appeared to be settling in for a nap.

“Jesse,” she said, “it’s quarter to seven.”

“Ugh,” he groaned, lifting himself slowly. “I’ve got to get Lola in fifteen minutes.”

As Markie predicted, Mrs. Saint had been more than willing to add to Jesse’s list until it resembled a work order that would total $1,000 over several months. Some things she would come up with as she thought of them, she told him, but others she added right then as he stood in her sitting room, Angel at his feet. The new items were all Lola-related: walk her to school in the mornings on his way to high school (a block from the elementary), walk her home in the afternoons, take her along on his after-school walk with Angel, help her with homework.

“How’s that for easy money?” he said when he returned from talking with his new employer. “She’ll pay me for basically walking myself to school and walking my own dog!”

Mrs. Saint was worried the girl wasn’t getting enough exercise, she told Jesse. Plus, she sensed Patty needed more breaks from Lola, as did the others, including Mrs. Saint herself.

“And here I am,” he said, “looking to earn some cash. So it’s all, you know, a win/win or whatever. ‘Shooting the single bird with the identical bullet’ is what she said, actually.”

“I told her I didn’t think a ninth-grade boy would want to hang out with a second-grade girl,” Markie told him. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be a problem if you asked her for other jobs instead. I saw the list, and it was all Frédéric’s stuff. Maybe Bruce has some things.”

“I don’t mind,” he said, and she was shocked.

When he had first seen Lola on the other side of the fence shortly after they moved in, he begged Markie not to make him go over and introduce himself.

“I mean, I sort of mind,” he admitted. “But Mr. Levin minded what we did to his store, so who am I to mind what I have to do to pay him back?”

“I’ll feed her,” Markie said, gesturing to the dog. “You go shower.”

“For real?”

“You can’t be late on your first day of work. Not for any job, even one for a neighbor.” It sounded so much like her father that she felt compelled to add, “And I’m proud of you. For what you’re doing to make things up to Mr. Levin. So I want to help.”

“Proud,” he repeated, as though he had possibly heard her wrong. “Not ashamed that I have something to make up to him for in the first place?”

She thought back to Sunday morning and how she’d had the sense that he had extracted all the shame from the atmosphere around the house. Her father, whose spirit had now settled into the kitchen, having heard her mini-lecture on the importance of timeliness, rose inside her. Clayton could find stray pockets of shame between the particles of oxygen and nitrogen suspended around them if he had to, after which he would trot them out in the form of “I can’t believe a child of mine would stoop this low,” or “How will your mother and I show our faces at the club after this?”

Markie drowned his presence in a mouthful of scalding coffee. “Proud,” she said, pointing to the basement door. “Now, shower. Hurry.”

“You’re the best, Mom.”

One point to Markie. One to the French Canadian, for the dog and the job. Zero to Clayton the Commander.
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As it turned out, an hour-long stroll was not enough to tire Angel for the day, and before she finished her first file, Markie knew there was no way she would be able to work with all the fussing going on in the other room. By ten, she had been through half a bag of dog treats in an effort to bribe the animal into being quiet. She had stuck all of Angel’s toys through the metal bars, had reached in to pet her, and out of sheer desperation, had even sung to her.

Nothing worked, and Angel had gone from whining to crying to barking and, finally, howling. The windows were open, and Markie couldn’t help hoping the noise was disturbing Mrs. Saint, too. She was tempted to let the dog get louder to teach her neighbor a lesson. But she couldn’t afford another two-file day like Tuesday, so she clipped Angel’s leash on, opened the back door, and let the overly energetic animal drag them both to the tie-out.

“You have a time-out, young lady,” she growled as she switched the leash for the tie-out clip and stomped away.

She heard Bruce’s voice as she reached the door. “Sounds like someone’s not behaving well.”

“She needs way more exercise than we thought,” Markie told him. “And Jesse is physically incapable of getting up early enough to make that happen. I haven’t gotten a minute of work done since Monday. I don’t think Mrs. Saint realized how high maintenance she’d be. This breed is . . . something else.”

“Oh, she knows her dog breeds,” Bruce said, glancing at the dog, who was busy digging a deep hole in the middle of the yard. “I’ll take care of that hole later. And hey, I bet Patty could walk her sometimes. She could go way longer than an hour since she ain’t in no rush for school or nothing in the mornings. She’s fast, too. Got those long legs. Probably make a big difference.” He turned to Mrs. Saint’s house. “You want me to get her out here to talk about it? She could start today, I bet.”

For Markie, the notion of even more traffic over the fence was worse than the thought that Angel might keep her from ever reviewing another file. It made her chest tighten to think of it, and in her anxiety, her next words came out snappish.

“I thought she had a job,” she said.

She heard the irritation in her voice and was appalled at her own rudeness. Bruce wasn’t responsible for any of this. He didn’t appear offended, though, and Markie considered the fact that he seemed not to read social cues very well. Maybe his mess-ups on the job were more about not hearing the subtleties in communication than they were about not being a capable gardener.

But he deserved no less respect because he wasn’t easily offended. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve just had it with this today.” His expression showed he still didn’t follow, so she moved on. “Anyway,” she said, “I can’t afford a dog walker on top of her food and . . . everything else.” She gestured with the leash to indicate that it, too, had come at a price, along with the crate, the bowls, and the toys. But it hadn’t, of course, and neither had Angel herself. Mrs. Saint had provided it all. “Well, the food,” she corrected herself.

“Oh, you don’t got to worry about her food,” Bruce said. “I’m planning to stop for a new bag every other week when I’m over there at the nursery. Pet store’s right beside. And you wouldn’t need to pay Patty, neither. I’m sure Mrs. Saint would just make it part of her job. She’s always looking for ways to add, you know, variety. Patty’s not one for doing the same thing over and over.”

Markie shook her head. The last thing she wanted was for Angel to become part of Mrs. Saint’s master plan to keep her so-called Defectives occupied.

“I couldn’t let her walk my dog without paying her for it myself,” she told him firmly. “And I can’t afford to pay her for it. So Angel gets a time-out on the tie-out. And that’ll have to do.”

Four more time-outs and a lot of begging, chasing, and cursing later (but very little file reviewing), Jesse arrived home, dropped his backpack, and dove onto the area rug to unlatch the crate door. Angel leaped out, and he fell back dramatically, pretending to be pinned underneath her.

“How was she?” he asked.

Markie glared at him, but he was too busy with the dog to notice.

“How’d the walks to school and back go?” she asked.

“Not as bad as I thought. Lola isn’t one of those talker girls like I was worried she’d be. She’ll answer questions, maybe say one or two other things, but other than that, she keeps to herself.”

“Sounds like you.” She didn’t add “lately.” She wondered if he even remembered a time when he spoke in paragraphs, or even sentences longer than about five words.

“Even though she didn’t say a lot, I could tell she liked the company. I get the feeling she’s kind of lonely.”

Markie regarded her son. In the past few days, so much of the real Jesse had shown through the grumpy teen veneer. She would never say it to him, but it struck her that messing up in a major way was exactly what he had needed in order to reset himself. She thought about Kyle’s unexpected contrition at the coffee shop and wondered if he was going through a similar thing. She hoped so, for his sake and for their son’s.

“Are you going to help her with homework today, too?” Markie asked. “Or maybe that’s not every day? I can’t remember how much schoolwork you had at her age.”

“Every day. I guess she’s a really crummy reader, so there’s always that to practice. Plus, today she’s got a math work sheet.”

Markie pictured Jesse sitting at the table in Mrs. Saint’s kitchen, trying to explain math to Lola as their neighbor hovered nearby and attempted to pry information out of him about his mother or commented about his too-baggy jeans or his too-long hair.

“That’s a lot of time to be spending over there,” she said, trying for a casual tone. “Homework with Lola, and also the chores with Frédéric?”

“I think the stuff with him will be mostly on the weekends,” he said. “But maybe some afternoons, I guess. That a problem?”

“No. I’m just thinking that you and I aren’t the most social, and there are a lot of people over there. All the time. Just wondering if you’re up for that, or if maybe it’d be better for you if you and Lola . . .” She pointed to the dining room. “There’s a big table in there.”

He shrugged. “I guess we could bring her work sheets and stuff over here. Ronda was heading out to buy stuff for cookies, but I can just ask her to bring them over once they’re done. I’m sure she won’t mind.”

Markie envisioned the large cook coming across the yard with a plate of cookies, gripping it carefully in two hands as Bruce ran in front to help her, Frédéric walked behind with two glasses of milk, Patty tagged along to remind Lola to be back in time for them to head home for her secret evening plans, and Mrs. Saint brought up the rear, ready to supervise the correct placement of cookies onto plates, the wiping of milk mustaches off upper lips.

Once the old woman was inside, she would surely amble into the living room to check on whether Markie had hung any artwork yet—which would lead to her tsking and och-ing and motioning for Frédéric to run back for his toolbox and for Patty and Bruce to fetch the art from the basement while Ronda rooted through the cupboards to see if there was something she could make them for dinner.

“On second thought,” Markie said, scratching arms that suddenly felt like they were covered in poison ivy, “if the job Mrs. Saint offered was for you to help over there, then I guess you need to do that. Don’t want to be asking for concessions on your first day.”

“Ooookay,” Jesse said, clearly confused by her 180-degree change but not at all interested in the cause of it. “That works, too.” He jumped up, retrieved Angel’s leash, and snapped it on. “I’ll bring her back in a bit and grab my history book,” he said. “I’ve got a quiz tomorrow. Get this: Mrs. Saint says part of my tutoring job is to do my own homework in front of Lola. I mean, I won’t get it all done, since I have so much more than she does, but I can do a bit of it, like looking over history. Cool, right? I mean, who gets paid to do their own homework?”

“It’s very generous, that’s for sure,” Markie said.

He reached the door, but instead of opening it, he turned back. “Oh, do we have any Hershey bars? Lola says she’ll do all her homework without complaining if I give her one.”

“We don’t,” she said, “but you don’t want to teach her to do homework for a reward anyway. You want to get her to do it for herself, because she wants to learn, wants to get good grades—the same reason you do all of yours. That’s why Mrs. Saint’s paying you to look at your history notes over there. She wants your work ethic to rub off on Lola.”

“Oh, yeah. That makes sense.” He smiled. “So, like, you and Mrs. Saint are totally on the same page, huh?”

He was out the door and across the patio before Markie could form the thought, not for the first time, that having him spend his afternoons with Trevor might have been the safer choice after all.





Chapter Twenty

The fact that Jesse wasn’t hyperbolic about his first week with Lola—it was “okay,” she was “not a bad kid,” their walks home were “still fine,” tutoring her was “maybe a little more annoying” than expected “but not as awful as it could be”—made his report the following Sunday, about his first afternoon with Frédéric, that much more notable.

“It was, like, amazing!” he told Markie as he collapsed on the family room floor a little before six o’clock on Sunday evening.

He was physically exhausted but mentally amped up, so while his limbs were motionless, his mouth was the opposite. He lacked the energy to push Angel away, so as he gave Markie a rapid-fire play-by-play of his afternoon, the dog licked every inch of skin she could find. Markie was shocked into muteness at the number of words voluntarily leaving her son’s mouth, and she could only sit, openmouthed, and listen.

“We replaced a fifth of the fence! A fifth! Just us! In only three hours! That means taking out the old part, carrying all the new wood over, measuring it all. Oh, by the way? Frédéric’s a total perfectionist, to an insane degree. We checked every measurement, like, a hundred times. Then we had to cut it all. Some we did with a handsaw right at the fence, and some stuff, the bigger posts, we carried into the garage, where he’s got this totally cool workshop set up where a second car would go.

“That’s a ton of work! When he pointed out the section of fence he wanted to finish, I figured it would take us twice as long as it did. Oh, and I did the handsaw! I sucked at first, Mom, like, so bad. And you should’ve seen Frédéric, trying to pretend I was doing a decent job so he wouldn’t hurt my feelings. He had to look away a few times after I butchered a few of the little rail pieces. He had extras, though, luckily.”

He dropped his voice here, although they were the only two in the room. “He told me he bought extras, and then he told me he thought it would be Bruce helping him, and then he shrugged. Which I’m guessing means he expected Bruce to mess up, and he planned ahead for it. But he wouldn’t come right out and say that. Just like he wouldn’t let on that I was messing up.

“He’d say things like ‘Perhaps on the next try you will take a little more time to get the saw at the right angle before you start to cut’ or ‘I always find that checking my work as I go is helpful, rather than speeding through and finding I have gone off the line.’ He’s like, the world’s most patient teacher.”

Markie considered this. Perhaps that was the answer to Frédéric’s almost-daily disappearance.

“Do you think he’s a professor?” she asked Jesse.

Earlier, she had formed an idea he might be a consultant of some sort. She hadn’t considered teaching—until now. There was a community college in town and also an extension campus of the state flagship university. Maybe he taught at one of those places? “Did he mention anything about teaching? Or where it is that he goes every afternoon?” Jesse looked at her quizzically, and she quickly explained Frédéric’s regular sojourn and how she couldn’t get a straight answer about it from the others.

“Nuh-uh,” Jesse said. “He didn’t say anything about it. I don’t think he’s a teacher, though.”

“Why not?”

“He just seems too . . . I don’t know, shy or something. He seems a bit . . .” Jesse looked at the ceiling for the right word and, not finding it easily, shrugged, letting the thought dissolve.

Sad, Markie wanted to finish for him. Defeated. Those were the words she often conjured when she thought of Frédéric. It was as though he had once held a far higher position than handyman and general foreman to a group of fellow Defectives, and he was constantly aware of that. Or was she imagining things? Had her own fall from professional, social, and financial grace made her see things in Frédéric that weren’t there?

“Why are you so obsessed about where he goes, anyway?” Jesse asked.

“I’m not,” she said. “I’m just taking an interest in our neighbor.”

Jesse laughed. “Since when?”

“I find him to be an intriguing person, that’s all,” she said. “But never mind. Go on with your story. What else did you do over there?”

“Oh, right. Let’s see . . . oh yeah, we took one of the big posts to the garage for him to cut with the table saw, and I asked him if I could learn to use it sometime, and he was like, ‘I always think it is best to master the less complicated tools first.’ Can you believe that? Unreal, right? I mean, I don’t even know why I asked about it, but once it came out, I expected him to laugh at me and say, ‘Nice try!’

“Anyway, I got a little better with the handsaw after the second hour, and by the end he was smiling at my cuts and telling me, ‘Good job.’ And then, when I was leaving just now, he told me that maybe next Sunday he’ll try me out with the big posts on the table saw! How awesome is that?”

“That’s great,” Markie said. “I had no idea you’d actually like that kind of thing. Carpentry, I mean.”

“I know! It’s way more fun than I thought it would be. Frédéric said he felt the same way. He was an engineer—did you know that? Designed landing gear and a bunch of other stuff for airplanes. Total desk job, he told me. That’s why he’s always dressed that way, I think, like he’s going to some important office job, because for so long that’s what he did. I mean, I didn’t ask him, but that’s my guess.”

So he could be a professor after all, Markie thought. Engineering was a brainiac thing, not a comedy routine—a shy person could teach it. Given the regularity of his outings, it made total sense. A consultant’s hours would vary more, wouldn’t they?

“Never lifted a hammer until after his career was over,” Jesse went on. “He never owned a handsaw even, let alone all the stuff he’s got set up in the garage. And he says there’s even more in the basement. I really hope he’ll show me sometime. He didn’t offer, so I didn’t ask. Anyway, it was so cool!”

Markie laughed at his excitement. “You make me want to get out there and replace a section myself. I should call you Tom Sawyer.”

“And it’s straight-up addictive, too,” he said. “I mean, I can’t wait to go at the next section. I never noticed before, but now I can see how old the wood is, where it sags in places, where parts are broken. I wanted to keep going until we’d gotten rid of all the old, broken stuff and put up all the new wood. I told him we could keep going—get half of it done today and finish it all off next Sunday. But he says Mrs. Saint won’t let him work past four on weekends.”

“But it’s almost six,” Markie said. “So was she away for the day, or—”

“Oh, we knocked off two hours ago,” he said, and she smiled at his use of what must surely have been Frédéric’s phrase. “We’ve been sitting in the garage talking all this time. Then he had to go, because Mrs. Saint wanted to be sure he ate dinner. Isn’t that funny, how she’s like that? With a quitting time and making sure he eats? And she must’ve sent Ronda out with water for him five times an hour.

“She’d carry this big pitcher out and look at his glass, and if it wasn’t empty yet, she’d stare at it until he finally walked over and drank it. It reminds me of how Mrs. McLaren is with Mr. McLaren. Remember at Grandma and Grandpa’s club last summer? She was always handing him sunscreen or water or telling him to move his chair into the shade.”

Markie considered the fact that in seeing this kind of doting, Jesse hadn’t been reminded of his grandparents. Or his parents. Neither Markie nor Lydia had ever been a fraction as solicitous with their husbands as Mrs. Saint was with Frédéric, and in the few months she had known him, Frédéric had proven himself to be more devoted to his employer than Markie could recall Kyle or Clayton being to their wives. And then there was the fact that the time, attention, patience, and encouragement Frédéric had given Jesse that day had been so much more than the boy had received from his own father or grandfather in at least half a year. It was plainly something Jesse had been starved for, given the animated chatter it had inspired. For that reason alone, Markie decided, she would love Frédéric forever.

“So,” Jesse asked, “what’s for dinner? I’m starved.”

“Frozen pizza?” she suggested. “Or we could heat up—”

“Because Ronda made this enormous pan of lasagna.” He sat up, the thought of food having evidently restored his energy, and separated his hands to show how big the lasagna was. “I’m talking gigantic. Not sure why she made so much, ’cause she made a point of telling me they’d never get through it over there, and that if you and I wanted to take a few pieces off her hands, it would be a help more than anything.”

He was on his feet, pointing toward Mrs. Saint’s house. “Since we were only going to have frozen pizza . . .”

Markie shrugged her consent, and about ten minutes later, he returned with two heaping plates and three containers.

“For lunch tomorrow,” he said, putting two of the containers in the fridge. “This one”—he nodded to the third—“is salad. I told her we’re not much for green stuff, but she said Mrs. Saint wouldn’t let her send dinner without it, so . . .” He shrugged, reached for two plates from the cabinet, and set a piece of lasagna on each. With two forks, he portioned salad out of the container onto the plates. “I thought about just tossing it, but I get this funny feeling Mrs. Saint would figure it out. Is that crazy?”

Markie looked at him blankly, refusing to admit she didn’t think it was crazy at all.

“Oh, and there’s this.” He reached into his back pocket and extracted a figure made of Popsicle sticks and wool, which he held up. “It’s Angel. I’m supposed to put her with the house.” He set the totem beside the little house Markie had put on the kitchen windowsill.

Later, they Skyped her parents, and Markie was relieved to turn the entire thing over to her son as he took his grandparents through the same repair-the-fence play-by-play he had blurted out earlier. Clayton was impressed.

“A man needs to learn to use tools sooner rather than later,” he boomed. “So I owe this Frédéric chap a thank-you. So does your father. He’s actually quite handy with tools himself, your dad, though I don’t suppose he’s taken the time to show you that.”

Markie would have jumped in to defend Kyle, but Jesse, who either never recognized her parents’ digs at his father or never bothered to take offense to them, had moved on. After he and Frédéric were finished with the fence, he announced proudly, there was a long list of other jobs, starting with “tinkering with Mrs. Saint’s car a little, since it’s been running a little rough.” Markie was sure he had no idea what this meant, but she loved that he pretended to.

“A man should be able to repair his own vehicle,” her father propounded. “And if he can’t, it’s not the right vehicle for him. So how is it that you came to be hired by this neighbor, anyway?”

“I . . . I . . . ,” Jesse stammered. “Uh . . .”

“We’ve just gotten to know them,” Markie said, as though that answered the question.

She had been in many situations where lying to her parents would have been the easier thing, but she had never been able to do it, so she had gotten good at making short, true statements in a way that made them sound authoritative. If her parents ever wondered about the vagueness of some of her explanations, they were too proud to ask for elaboration.

“Well, then,” Clayton said, and he started to ask Markie about extending the lease on the bungalow, since his grandson clearly loved his new job next door and was obviously benefiting from it. She was saved by her mother, who interrupted to ask Jesse about his schoolwork, and thus relieved, Markie took the opportunity to slip out of the camera frame.

“I’ve got a history test tomorrow, actually,” Jesse said, “so I’d better go. I’ll see if Mom . . .” He glanced over the laptop screen to find Markie making an X with her forearms and shaking her head. “Right,” he said, “so . . . that test. I’d better get back to my books. We’ll talk to you next week, okay?”

Not half an hour later, Markie was reviewing files at the dining room table when Jesse and Angel came thundering up the basement stairs. She asked how the studying was going, and he announced he was finished.

“Is Lola rubbing off on you, rather than the other way around?” she asked. “You usually spend hours preparing for tests. Especially history.”

“Yeah, but it’s World War Two.”

“And?”

“And Frédéric was alive during World War Two. He was a kid, but he, like, totally lived through it. I mentioned I had a test on it tomorrow, and every minute we weren’t talking about how to rebuild the fence, he was telling me about the war. Didn’t I tell you that? I thought I did. Then again, I was a little delirious when I got home. I just drank three glasses of water in the basement bathroom! Anyway, I looked over my notes from class, and there’s pretty much nothing that’ll be on the test that Frédéric and I didn’t talk about.”

How wonderful it would be if he were this animated every time he came back from helping Frédéric, she thought, and then quickly she told herself not to get carried away. This was Jesse she was dealing with: as much as he had obviously loved his time with the older man, he could just as easily return home livid the following week and storm down to his room, ignoring her for the rest of the evening. Today could be as good as it got.

Seize the opportunity, she told herself. Find a way to continue what he’s started. An entire evening of talking and laughing together would be such a treat! “Hey,” she called, “you want to see if there’s something on TV?”

Jesse said something, but she couldn’t hear, so she stood and followed him to the kitchen. He was bent over the counter, inhaling another piece of lasagna.

“I didn’t hear what you—” she started before she noticed the cell phone bolted to his ear.

He held up a finger. “Hold on a sec, Trev.” He looked up at her impatiently.

“I was asking if you wanted to find a show or something,” she said.

He smiled at her as though she were the ungainly girl with a back brace, he the quarterback, and she had just asked him to the homecoming dance, and he shook his head. As she walked back to the dining room and plunked down in her chair, dejected, she heard him say, “Sorry about that. So what were you saying?” After a few “Uh-huhs,” she heard his dishes clatter into the sink, his footsteps on the basement stairs, and his bedroom door closing.





Chapter Twenty-One

Markie was savoring the last few sips of her fair-trade coffee. It was the only good cup she’d had in months, the eight-dollar bag of on-sale beans one of the first treats she had allowed herself since Kyle left. After months of store-brand sludge, it tasted like melted heaven, though she could imagine her old friends laughing at the use of “treat” to describe it, her bargain coffee from the endcap display. They wouldn’t have taken a second look as they headed down the aisle for their sixteen-dollar-a-pound bags. But she had allowed herself twenty dollars for “splurge” items at the grocery store, and after committing twelve of those to Jesse’s favorite deli beef jerky, it was the endcap coffee or nothing.

She took another sip and looked at her waist, admiring the way her yoga pants now gaped there. Another few weeks of star-level file review like the two she had just completed, which would mean another few paychecks like the one she had received this week, and she might allow herself a new pair, one size smaller. Angel whined from her crate, and Markie smiled—smiled!—and told the dog she would be with her in a minute.

“Let me just finish this, girl, and then I’ll get my runners on.”

A couple of weeks earlier, after a few more mornings watching Jesse drag himself up from the basement to take the dog out before school, Markie had finally let him off the hook, telling him he could sleep until the last minute on weekdays, and she would take over the morning walks. His homework had started to pile up, and with his Lola-related obligations during the week and his Frédéric-directed ones on the weekends, he had been staying up later and later to get his schoolwork finished. The early walks were killing him. And killing his mood—gone were the mile-a-minute descriptions of the projects he was working on with Frédéric, and back were the grunting and stomping and slamming of doors.

Spending her first two hours of the day walking a dog she never wanted wasn’t Markie’s idea of the good life, but forcing her son to do it at the expense of his health was even less appealing, as was forcing herself to deal with his irritability. And after two weeks, Markie had to admit that the new routine was, in the broken English of their neighbor, “shooting the single bird with the identical bullet”: Jesse was better rested and far more pleasant to be around; Angel was getting enough exercise to keep her quiet the rest of the day, allowing Markie to regain her position as leader of Gregory’s team; and her post-divorce pudge had started to fall away.

She was avoiding her reflection in the mirror less and less. She was getting frequent e-mails from Gregory, congratulating her for her A-player status at Global Insurance. And she was getting regular thank-yous from Jesse, often with the added bonus of a full-on smile or a hug, rewards that, more than her ever-loosening clothes and the attaboys from her boss, kept her motivated to pull on her running shoes and snap on the dog’s leash every morning.

It made her feel guilty, how surprised Jesse seemed that she had been willing to take on this chore for him. “The day we got her, you told me if I couldn’t manage it all by myself, she’d have to go back to the pound,” he said. “And you’re not exactly the kind of mom who makes empty threats.”

One of the things she had gotten from Clayton and Lydia was follow-through. When Jesse was little and she started counting “One . . . two . . . ,” he knew better than to let her reach “three.” Markie wouldn’t have thought twice about whether Clayton and Lydia would have forced her to return a dog in the same situation. Hell yes. But she had thought far more than two times about her own threat, and she assumed Jesse knew that when it came down to it, she would never do something as extreme as that. Did her son believe she was as rigid as her parents?

Something in the way he approached Angel’s afternoon walks made her think he did view her as that unbending. “I’m really sorry, Mom,” he told her after his first week trying to walk Angel with Lola alongside. “I don’t think it’s doing a lot of good. Lola’s so freaking slow, Angel could probably do an army crawl and still keep up.”

The girl was like that on their walk to and from school, too, and it was driving him crazy. They had to leave much earlier than he wanted to in the mornings, and they were getting home so late in the afternoons that it was hard to fit in Angel’s walk and Lola’s homework before Patty rushed the girl home. “I’m going to ask Mrs. Saint to take the dog walking off my list,” he said. “I’ll just do it on my own after dinner every night.”

But the following Monday afternoon, he was home from school as early as he used to be when he was walking alone. Markie asked how he’d finally managed to get his charge to walk faster.

“I didn’t,” he said. “I piggybacked her.” She couldn’t believe it, and he saw it in her face. “Desperate times,” he said, shrugging, and before she could respond, he told her he would be back in a minute and raced inside. He returned sometime later with a cobweb-covered scooter and helmet he had dug out of a box of old toys in the basement. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this sooner.”

That afternoon, after their tutoring session was over, he attempted to teach Lola to ride the scooter. Markie could hear them from the patio, bickering like siblings as they went up and down the sidewalk, Angel running behind, yapping. “I’m not sure it’s going to save us any time,” he told Markie later. “She falls off every few feet, and then she spends about ten minutes griping, and I’ve got to practically beg her to give it another shot. She’s not nearly as into it as I thought she’d be. Which is weird. I’ve seen a bunch of kids her age ride scooters to school. You’d think she’d want in on that, but . . .” He sighed. “Guess we’ll be walking again tomorrow.”

She didn’t have to ask him how the walk went the next day—he was stretching and rotating his neck as he walked in the door. “Maybe the scooter lessons will go better today,” she said, trying to cheer him up.

“Guessing they will,” he said as he made his way to the basement door, “because I think I might have figured out what the problem is.” He was back upstairs soon after, stuffing a wad of bills in his jeans. “Leftover birthday money from Grandma and Grandpa,” he said, seeing her expression. “I’ll be back in a bit. I told Lola to let Mrs. Saint know I’d be there a few minutes late today.”

He left, and when he returned, he was carrying a brand-new scooter—bright pink with white-and-yellow daisy decals; white, pink, and yellow streamers on the handlebars; and a matching helmet. “I took a closer look when we got to her school this morning,” he said. “She’d have been the only girl riding an old black scooter with a scuffed-up boys’ helmet.”

“Jesse!” Markie said, standing. “You bought her—?”

He put a finger to his lips and gestured across the fence. “I want to surprise her.”

She watched as he carried them across the lawn and over the fence. When he was about five feet from Mrs. Saint’s side door, he stopped and put his arms behind his back, trying to conceal the gifts. He had only taken a single step forward when the door burst open and Lola came flying out.

“I been waiting for you!” She threw herself at him, hugging him around his waist, and Jesse, laughing, dropped the surprises to the ground as he staggered backward, trying to regain his balance.

“These are for me?” Lola said, falling to her knees. Not touching them, she looked up at Jesse, waiting, and the look of disbelief on her face made Markie lift both hands to her throat. Jesse nodded, and Lola dove for the scooter, clutching it to her chest as she rolled on the grass, kicking her feet and screeching.

“Yeah, you’re nuts,” Jesse said, and Markie could see the corners of his mouth pull down as he tried not to smile. “And no going even six inches on that thing without wearing your helmet.”

Lola stopped her rolling and screeching, let go of the scooter, and snatched up the helmet. She put it on, buckled it closed, and jumped to her feet. “I’m calling them Pinky!” she said. “The scooter and the helmet!”

“Sounds like something you’d come up with.”

She put a hand on her hip. “Or I could call them Jesse!”

He brought a fist down gently on the top of her helmet, pretending to clobber her. “And I could take them both back to the store.”

She squealed and clutched her helmet tightly to her head. “Let’s go show everyone!”

Grabbing the scooter, she ran for the side door, but instead of turning the knob, she withdrew her hand from it, spun around, raced back to Jesse, and threw her arms around him again. “You are the very best one!” she said, before she released him and turned back for the door, a hand extended behind her.

Shaking his head, he said, “And you are the very weirdest one.”

But he took her hand and let her drag him to the door, and when he turned back to Markie to wave goodbye, he was no longer trying not to smile.
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Markie swallowed her last luxurious sip of coffee and set her cup in the sink. She let Angel out of her crate, picked up the leash, and said the magic word—“Walk!”—before realizing she had dumbly forgotten to change out of her pajamas. Commanding the dog to stay put, she ran up to dress. Not surprisingly, Angel followed, amped up by the sound of her favorite word and not happy about the delay.

“Okay, okay!” Markie told her, pushing the animal off her as Angel nudged. “I’m going! I’m going! Get off me!” she said as they approached the top of the stairs, and the next thing she said was, “Oh no!” as the dog pushed too hard, knocking Markie sideways and down.

The first thing to hit the floor at the bottom was her left ankle. She heard a loud snap, and in the same instant, she felt a bolt of excruciating pain shoot from her leg to the top of her head. Crumpling, she howled in agony, cursed, then howled some more. The dog, sensing trouble, whimpered and sat nearby.

“Now you decide to sit still?” Markie shouted.

She was launching into a second round of cursing when there was a knock at the side door. The French accent came shortly after. “Markie? Is everything okay? We have heard a lot of noise!”

Angel made a move for the door, but Markie shot her hand out and grabbed the dog’s collar, holding her in place. “Shhhh!”

Mrs. Saint knocked again, louder this time, and Markie gripped the collar tighter and pressed her other hand over her own mouth to keep herself from crying out as the pain in her ankle went from unbearable to torturous. Finally, the knocking stopped, and moments later came the sound of the neighbor’s side door opening then closing.

Slowly, and with a new and ever-fouler swear word at each step, Markie limped her way into the family room, trapped the dog in her crate, and retrieved her purse and keys from the kitchen. At the last second, she grabbed the broom, too, and used it as a crutch to help her hobble to the kitchen window. Coffee hour was still in full swing. If she limped out to her driveway now, they would see her through the screen and come running over.

So she waited, fighting her tears and watching her ankle get bigger and purpler until finally, after what felt like an entire day, the group on the porch stood, collected their dishes, and made their way inside. It was a shorter walk to the car from the side door, but that route was in plain view of Mrs. Saint’s house, so Markie snuck out through the front, taking her broom-crutch with her. Thanking God the break was in her left ankle and not her right, she tossed the broom and her purse into the car, lowered herself in, and drove as fast as she could to the hospital.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Her ankle wasn’t broken, but that wasn’t much consolation. With a sprain so extreme, the treatment was almost the same: crutches, a splint, a prescription for painkillers, and orders to stay off her feet as much as possible for the next several weeks. Markie slept the rest of the day in a pharmaceutically enhanced daze. When she woke, it was dusk, and Jesse was sitting on the floor at her feet, a basket beside him.

Inside was a get-well card, signed by everyone next door.

“Lola drew you a picture, too,” he said. “It’s on the fridge. And Ronda sent over a casserole. She wants me to take her back a list of your favorite meals, and she’ll make those next, starting tomorrow.” He rummaged in the basket for a notepad and a pen and handed them to Markie.

She pushed them aside. “I can manage to get from the freezer to the microwave to zap pizza.”

He brought a large bell out of the depths of the basket and set it beside her. “From Mrs. Saint. She says as long as you keep the kitchen window open, she’ll be able to hear if you ring this, and someone’ll come right over.” Markie tried to push the bell away, too, but he shoved it back. “Come on, Mom. I’m gone all day. What if there’s an emergency?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I don’t want to sit in school wondering about it, either. Just keep this handy, and ring it if something comes up.” She made a face, and he made her promise.

“Patty says she can come over and walk Angel in the mornings,” he said, and before Markie could protest, he added, “but I told her I’d take that over. Already set my phone alarm.”

He slept through his chiming phone on eight of the next nine weekdays, though, so Markie spent the better part of two weeks trying to figure out how to maneuver on crutches with a thick plastic boot strapped around her left ankle, how to balance her pain medication so it was enough to keep her leg from throbbing but not so much that it would prevent her from working, and how to bribe an underexercised dog into lying quietly so Markie could maintain her A-player status at Global and the paycheck that went with it.

She succeeded at none of these, which was why on the following Friday, her last file-swap trip of October, she was hobbling feebly on her crutches toward the exit doors on the fortieth floor, praying she would make it out without running into Gregory. She was halfway down the hall when she heard his voice from deep in the middle of the cube prairie.

“Markie?” She quickened her pace. “Wait! Was that Markie?” she heard him ask.

She couldn’t fathom whom he was talking to, since she had managed, in her three months of employment, to avoid interacting with a single coworker outside of Gregory, the Log Sheet Lady, and the two guys in the loading bay.

“Hey, Markie, hold up there a minute!”

He was at the end of the hallway now, behind her. She was so close to the exit doors she could feel the cool metal handle against her palm. If her numbers for the past two weeks hadn’t been so pathetic, she might have kept going. Even with crutches and a splint, she could be safely behind the closed elevator doors by the time he made his way the length of the hallway. She couldn’t abide a pep talk from this man.

But she couldn’t afford to get on his bad side, either, so she stopped, closed her eyes, and prayed it would be over fast.

“How’re you doing, Gregory?” she asked, as he puffed his way closer.

He held up a hand to indicate he couldn’t respond just yet, as all of his energies were going into moving his heft the final twenty feet. Reaching her, he took several gasping breaths and said, “I’m good. You? How’s that ankle coming along?”

“Good,” she said. “Better every day.”

“So . . . ,” he said, and when no other words came to him, he rocked on his heels and balled up his fists, holding them a foot or so apart. Stepping forward, he took what she believed was meant to be a golf swing. “I’ve been looking at your numbers from the past two weeks,” he said.

He looked past her, pretending to watch his invisible ball land, then flattened a palm and used it as a visor to shield his eyes from the imaginary sun.

“Ah, there it is,” he said. “Right near the, uh, cup . . . thing. With the, um, flag.”

He pointed. Markie refused to turn and look. She didn’t want to be rude, though, so she smiled and nodded as though she were impressed with his shot.

“So, yeah, anyway,” he said, “I’ve been looking at them, and I just wanted to ask, well . . .”

He put his hand on the side of her arm. Gregory was big on human-resources training, and somewhere he had learned that side-of-the-arm touching was the safest.

“I’m worried about you, is all. You’ve been my star for the past three months. Your numbers have pushed my team stats into the, you know”—he pointed to the ceiling—“up there. Makes me look good. Makes us all look good. But now . . .” He sighed. “I just want to know what we can do—what I can do—to get you back on track. I mean, can you think of any deliverable I could offer to assist with this derailment? Short of curing your ankle, that is. I can’t do that, though, and you’ve said it’ll be a good six weeks until it’s better, so we need to come up with, you know, something else.”

She expected he thought there might be a poster he could send her for her wall to help her motivation, maybe a close-up of a weight lifter struggling under a loaded barbell, with KEEP PUSHING! written in bold yellow underneath.

“I’m here to help,” he said. “And I’m also here to listen.” He patted her arm once, then again. “In fact, why don’t we take this into my office right now? Huddle around the whiteboard for a full-on brainstorming session. List all the possible obstacles to your productivity, and talk about how we can, you know . . .”

He brought two fists together, one on top of the other, as though gripping a baseball bat, and swung hard. The motion set him off balance, and he struggled to recover. “Bash them out,” he finished casually, as though the balance thing were all an intended part of the demonstration. “And get your numbers back up to where we all know they can be. Where we all want them to be. Need them to be.”

Markie shook her head vigorously, only somewhat worried that the dramatic gesture might make her seem a bit deranged. She guessed Gregory’s managerial cheerleading services didn’t extend to dog walking. And she knew what he would suggest if she admitted to the four-legged productivity obstacle in her own home.

“Nothing to discuss,” she said. “Just had a few glitches to work out.” She lifted her crutches: Exhibit A.

“Are these glitches exacerbated by your work environs?” he asked. “Too many stairs to climb? Narrow spaces to squeeze through? Because you know, if the at-home situation is becoming a barrier to your success, we can swap that out for you.” He pointed to the cube prairie, squinting. “I think six forty-two is free. See? Ninth row from the end there, eighteenth cube down? On the left?

“Could get you plugged in here with no problem. In fact”—he snapped his fingers—“let’s go call them down in the loading bay right now, have them hold off on putting the new boxes into your car. Get them sent up here instead. The guys can stock up your new work space while I take you around and introduce you to everyone.”

He rubbed his fleshy hands together. “And today is perfect timing, because we’re having our weekly team lunch! Nothing fancy, mind you. I just like to have all of my direct and dotted-line reports together in the conference room one lunch hour a week so we can network, you know? Share a meal, share ideas. It’s a blast!

“We all bring our own lunches, and I have everyone walk around the room, find someone they don’t know very well, and broker a trade. You know, my pickle for your pudding cup, half my bologna for half your turkey and Swiss. Like back in grade school! Great intermingling exercise! Really lets you get to know your coworkers more intimately.

“As we eat, we go around the room and introduce the person we traded with—you sit with whoever you traded with, that’s one of the rules—and say a few things about them. Super-short notice for you today, I know. But you could run down and get something from the cafeteria on the thirtieth floor. Or—hey! This is good! You could show up with no food at all and see how you do trading conversation for grub! Talk about a good way to get to know people!”

He rubbed his hands again and looked at her expectantly, his wide smile suggesting this was her cue to jump up and shout, “Hooray!”

Markie’s throat closed, and she felt a trickle of sweat run down from her hairline, behind her ear. She tasted metal in the back of her mouth, and she feared opening it in case her breakfast, rather than words, came out.

Oblivious, Gregory turned toward his office and motioned for her to follow. “Let’s get hold of them down in the loading bay before it’s too late!”

She considered faking a cardiac arrest to delay him long enough that the boxes would be loaded by the time he reached his phone. That would take more energy than she had, though, now that all the blood had drained from her head, and she worried that any sudden movement might cause her to faint, so she settled on clearing her throat and squeaking out some words.

“The thing is, Gregory, I didn’t factor in the cost of driving downtown, parking, lunches, a work wardrobe, and all of that when I took this job. I don’t know if I can swing it financially, you know? The location change? So I think I’m best to just stay where I am.”

She took a step backward toward the exit door.

“But your numbers . . .”

“I’ll get them up.” She took another step back.

“Because the others”—he pointed to the cube farm—“they drive here, too, you know, and park, and . . .”

“Right,” she said, shuffling farther backward, “but they took a job that requires that.”

There wasn’t a great deal of strength in her argument, but she seemed to have flustered Gregory enough by not matching his excitement that he was unable to list for her all the reasons why her resistance was futile, starting with her Global Insurance offer letter, which expressly gave him the right to demand she report to work at headquarters if that’s what he decided, in his sole discretion, was best for the team and the company.

“I really think my current work situation provides an environment tailor-made to maximize my performance,” she said, hoping it sounded enough like Global Insurance speak. “And . . . uh, efficiency, um, exponents.” She took another few small steps backward. “And I really want to get my numbers up. Way up. Higher than they were. For the team. For you. So I think leveraging my, uh . . .” She moved her hand in the air as if the rest of her sentence were obvious—and laced with corporate lingo.

Gregory sighed. “I guess we can give it another try,” he said. “Tell you what. I have an all-day meeting next Friday, but let’s meet the Friday after that. We’ll look at your numbers. If it looks like your performance is being optimized again, then great. If not, well, you remember what the terms of employment are.”

He gave her a look that said he might have been momentarily flustered a minute ago, but he had not forgotten who held the power. If he wanted her downtown, in the midst of the insect buzz of the cube prairie, trading pickles for pudding cups, there was nothing she could do about it.

“I’ll keep six forty-two open for you,” he said. “Just in case.”

He turned to locate her potential future cube, then scanned the prairie rows until his eyes rested on his own office door. He smiled. She panicked.

“Unless something comes up closer to me.” He pointed to a cube so close to his door that she imagined the person sitting there could smell his breath.

“I’d love to have you right there so I could see you at the start and end of my Pep Walks! Maybe take you along with me, even with your, you know . . .” He pointed to her crutches. “Could get you acclimated in no time, plugged in with all your colleagues. Say, maybe we could even set up a little memory game, see if you can learn a new row of names every day!”

He turned to her, beaming with excitement, and Markie hastily rearranged her face so she no longer looked like an audience member at a horror movie.

“But first, I’ll give it those two weeks,” he said. “Sound good?”

She nodded, told him thanks, and spun toward the exit, forcing herself not to risk reinjuring her ankle by running. When she finally burst through the doors and into the elevator bank, she felt like she had emerged into fresh air and sunshine after two weeks trapped in a root cellar, trying to survive a swarm of locusts.





Chapter Twenty-Three

It was time to get a status report from Jesse about how his Levin repayment plan was going. He had been keeping a tally in his room, and for the first few weeks, he reported his totals to Markie with great pride every Sunday before walking the week’s wages up to the pharmacy and handing it to Mr. Levin. But he had gotten out of the reporting habit (though he had never skipped a Sunday’s restitution trip to the pharmacy), and she couldn’t recall the last figure he’d reported.

With any luck, he was close enough that with a small contribution from her, he could pay Mr. Levin in full that afternoon and retire from Mrs. Saint’s employ, effective immediately. That would free him up to spend his afternoons tiring out the dog, allowing Markie to rehabilitate her numbers and avoid choosing between location 642 in the cube prairie and unemployment.

“Close to three hundred,” Jesse said, flopping onto the family room floor a few hours later, Angel on top of him.

The corners of her mouth drooped. He wasn’t even halfway there.

“What’s wrong?” he said, reading her body language. “Did Mr. Levin say something to you? Or to Frédéric, or Mrs. Saint? Does he think I’m too slow?”

He looked so concerned, this boy who was trying so hard to right his wrongs, that she felt guilty for having asked about it. “Nothing’s wrong,” she lied. “I just . . . my ankle’s bothering me.”

“You want me to get your pain meds?” he asked. She shook her head no, and he told her to let him know if she changed her mind. “Hey,” he said, switching gears, “can you get full-size Hershey bars for Halloween?”

“You mean to hand out? At the door?”

He laughed. “Why do you sound so horrified? You are planning to hand out candy, right? We do it every year.”

They used to do it every year, but she considered it very much a “Before” activity, and this was “After.” The idea of spending an entire evening opening the front door to all their neighbors and their children, most of whom she had managed to avoid meeting, did not fit with her “After” strategy—not nearly as well as turning off the outdoor lights and watching TV in her darkened bedroom.

“Anyway,” she said, “I’m on to you with the full-size Hershey bars. Do not bribe that girl with candy to finish her homework.” Avoidance, deflection. One didn’t stay married to Kyle Bryant for twenty years without learning a few tricks.

“Not as a bribe,” he said. “She’s planning to go trick-or-treating with Frédéric, because her mom’s, I don’t know, working or going out or something. I just thought it would be cool if she could get her favorite thing from our place.”

“That’s nice of you,” she said. “Hey, maybe when you’ve paid back Mr. Levin and you’re done working for Mrs. Saint, you and Lola should celebrate the end of tutoring with a Hershey bar party.”

“Right,” he said, but he didn’t say it convincingly, and he hesitated first.
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Not five minutes after Jesse left to take Angel and Lola for their afternoon walk, there was a knock at the back door. Markie, working in the dining room, leaned back in her chair to get a view of the door and spotted the Frenchwoman standing on the other side. Surveying the files spread on the table before her, she sighed. She had less than an hour before the four-legged distraction returned home, and she couldn’t afford to waste a moment of it.

“I have a favor,” Mrs. Saint said when Markie opened the door. “And considering you, it is a big one. Maybe not so big for Chessie, though. So I am hoping.”

“What favor?”

“Frédéric was going to take Lola around for Halloween. Tricking and treating, you know. But I have some appointments at the hospital on Monday. And now they tell me to plan to stay overnight—”

“Oh no!” Markie said. “I hope it’s nothing serious!”

Mrs. Saint clucked and tapped her chest with two fingers. “Once you get past sixty, it seems they want you to think everything is serious. But it will all be fine. And I keep telling Frédéric there is no need for him to stay over, too.”

“In the hospital?”

“He insists to wait there. It is ridiculous. This I have told him many times. But on some things, he cannot be swayed.”

What things? Markie wanted to ask. Surely there couldn’t be more than one or two subjects on which Frédéric had the final say between them. “Is he even allowed to stay the night?” she asked instead.

“He will stay,” Mrs. Saint said, and Markie, knowing it was as much of an answer as she was going to get, didn’t push. “So,” the old woman continued, “someone needs to take Lola out with her costume. And I thought Chessie.”

Markie considered this. Technically, Jesse was supposed to be grounded if he wasn’t working, and she wasn’t inclined to make an exception. On the other hand, trick-or-treating with a second grader was hardly a night out. Plus, it was for a good cause. Two good causes: she would make him take Angel along.

“I can ask him,” she said. “If he’s willing to do it, it’s fine with me. Or you can ask, when they get back with the dog.”

“He will say yes,” Mrs. Saint said. “I know this. He is very good with her. He will want to help.”

She gave a brief, tight smile, and Markie couldn’t decide if she should be angry or proud. Was the old woman being smug because she believed Jesse would do whatever she asked of him, or was she simply expressing that he was a kind-enough boy that he would want to help Lola?

“He’s a good kid,” Markie said, deciding to go with the latter interpretation. She eased the door an inch toward closed. “So if that’s everything . . .”

“But she will need to stay at your house after, you see,” Mrs. Saint said, ignoring the moving door. “This is the favor from you. Patty can get her only late. One in the morning. Two, even. When Frédéric takes her, she stays overnight at my house. Which you can. Or if you would rather, her mother can come to gather her when she is finished.”

“Finished what?” Markie asked casually, hoping to catch her off guard.

But Mrs. Saint only smiled in a “Nice try” way and said nothing.

Markie felt the familiar sensation of heat in her cheeks. She hadn’t liked secrecy when she was married to Kyle, and she didn’t like it now. “Can’t Patty cancel her plans, just for one night? It’s Halloween! What could she possibly have lined up that can’t be rescheduled for the sake of her daughter?”

Mrs. Saint flattened her lips into a line. “I couldn’t say.”

Markie rested her head on the open door and exhaled slowly. She wanted to point out the unreasonableness of the woman refusing to share information about Patty even when she was standing in Markie’s doorway, asking for her help with Patty’s daughter. Pointing out the lack of fairness in the situation wouldn’t make a difference, though.

“What about Carol?”

“Och, no!” Mrs. Saint said. “Not on Halloween!”

Markie didn’t wait for elaboration. She knew it wasn’t coming. “Ronda?” she asked. “Bruce?”

Her neighbor smiled patiently, waiting for Markie to reach the obvious conclusion, which she did, that neither of them could handle something like this. A moment passed, and Mrs. Saint continued to smile, and to wait, while Markie worked out in her head a list of reasons why she couldn’t agree to what the woman was asking. Letting Jesse take the girl out for an hour or two to collect candy was fine, but having her back to the house until one or two in the morning? That crossed a deep, thick line of intimacy, and while that line might be blurred to the point of erasure on the other side of the fence, it was still as solid as ever on Markie’s side.

Markie struggled to think of a version of “I don’t want to get involved” that wouldn’t make her look like a selfish jerk. She could think of nothing, and Mrs. Saint smiled on, waiting for the answer she wanted, the answer she knew she was going to get. Of course Markie would do it. She had no choice. She was an eight-year-old child’s only chance at being able to celebrate Halloween. The Frenchwoman had her, and she knew it.

“Fine,” Markie said. “She can come here after. But Patty needs to come get her as early as possible. Lola can start out sleeping in the guest room. I hate to make a little girl get up in the middle of the night on a school night, but she hardly knows me. She’s never been in the house, even. And then there’s the dog, and I . . .”

Mrs. Saint clapped her hands twice, interrupting Markie’s rambling. She had found Lola a trick-or-treat partner and a place to stay until her mother was “finished.” The other details didn’t matter to her.

“Merci! C’est formidable!”

She turned to leave but swung back around a moment later, a finger in the air. “We will skip homework on Monday and have this instead for Chessie’s job. Lola will eat dinner early. Chessie could join her if he likes—”

“He’ll eat here,” Markie said.

She had been firm about this with Jesse. The odd underbaked cookie or burned cupcake at Mrs. Saint’s kitchen table was fine, but she drew the line at his staying to join the others in a bowl of soup or a plate of spaghetti in her formal dining room. In her view, snacks made him nothing more than the neighbor kid who was helping out for a little while. Dinner made him a Defective.

“Ronda will help her into her costume,” Mrs. Saint continued. “Chessie will get her by five fifteen. He must have her home by seven fifteen. She will tell you she has no bedtime, but you are to make her go by eight. I have a toothbrush and pajamas for her. I will bring over. Also a timer for her tooth brushing, so she will do it long enough. Otherwise, all that candy . . .” She shuddered.

Markie let an exasperated breath escape. She was the one who had signed on as Lola’s keeper, she was the one who would actually be there, and it was her house, yet the bossy old woman was barking out orders as though their roles were reversed!

“I’m sure we’ll figure it all out,” she said. “I’ve managed to get my own child through a dozen Halloweens, and he’s still with us, as are all his teeth.”

“And you will insist on a bath before bed,” Mrs. Saint went on. “Her mother does not require it often enough, and—”

“A bath?” Markie laughed, throwing her head back dramatically to emphasize the lunacy of the suggestion. “I’ve met the child once! And Jesse certainly won’t be—”

Mrs. Saint chuckled softly as though Markie were a whining child not to be taken seriously, and Markie was tempted to take the woman out at the knees with a crutch.

“She’s been taking baths on her own for years,” Mrs. Saint said. “But she will do it if only it is insisted. So you must point her the way and tell her to go.”

The hell I will! Markie wanted to scream.

The old woman turned to leave a second time, and again she turned back, her finger aloft.

What now? Markie thought. An approved list of bedtime stories, in French?

“But you must listen for the water filling,” Mrs. Saint said. “Or she might only sit in the bathroom for ten minutes. Tell her you will be gathering the wet towel after, and that will be the trick. You can also say you will help her comb out her tangles. She will not let you, but it will remind her you will be noticing if her hair is wet.”

Markie tried to distract herself from her irritation by taking note of the fact that, clearly, Lola must have spent a certain number of nights at the neighbor’s house. Normally, this sort of information caused her to stop everything as she tried (despite countless promises to herself that she would not do this) to piece it into the mysterious puzzle of life on the other side of the fence. But her annoyance drowned out her curiosity—Mrs. Saint could hint that Lola was her secret granddaughter, for all Markie cared, and it still wouldn’t smooth the creases she could feel on her forehead or stop her teeth from grinding.

For the third time, the old woman turned for home, and this time Markie wasn’t going to be there to hear what she came up with next. She took a big step backward, away from the door, and balancing her weight on her crutches, she used her uninjured leg to push the door shut. The force of her kick almost knocked her backward, and although she recovered her balance, she decided that a fall onto the hardwoods would have been a fair price to pay to hear the satisfying wham! the door made when it closed.





Chapter Twenty-Four

Markie set a bowl of candy in the tiny foyer and turned on the outdoor lights while Jesse went next door to collect Lola. The lights and candy were solely for Lola’s benefit, as was the jack-o’-lantern outside the front door. One of Jesse’s “jobs” on Sunday was helping Lola carve pumpkins for Mrs. Saint’s house, and Ronda had bought enough for them to make one for the bungalow. Once the kids had set off around the corner to trick-or-treat, Markie planned to shut off the lights and hide in her room until a few minutes before their return. She would dump half the candy in the bathroom garbage to make it look like she had given it away.

“We’re here!” Jesse called from the side door, and the tone of his voice alerted Markie that she should be prepared when she saw them.

Her jaw dropped anyway. Her son stood in the family room beside a three-foot-tall call girl carrying a plastic pumpkin. Lola wore a bright-pink bikini top that was at least two sizes too small, and a very tight mauve-satin skirt that ended halfway between her knees and hips. Between her bikini top and skirt was a foot of bare stomach, and on her feet were women’s-size high heels, the same bright pink as the top.

Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and she wore more makeup than Markie had ever had on, complete with bright-pink lipstick, fake eyelashes, purple eye shadow, and long, thick swaths of eyeliner that extended out from the outer corners of her eyes, Aphrodite style. Four different costume jewelry necklaces wrapped around her neck, one of which matched her three-inch-long earrings.

“Well . . . ,” Markie said, desperately trying to think of something to say other than, Oh no you don’t! Not on my watch!

Jesse cleared his throat, and when she met his gaze, he said, “Lola’s dressed as a genie.”

“Ohhhh!” Markie said. “A genie!”

“Like from the show,” Lola said shyly. “I watch it with Carol.”

“The I Dream of Jeannie show?” Markie said. “I didn’t know that was still on. I used to love that one!”

“It’s only on real late at night,” Lola said, in a tone that suggested she didn’t expect Markie was the type who would be up late enough to see it.

Markie assessed the child’s outfit again. The high ponytail was perfect—she would give her that.

“Ronda wanted to make me a cape,” Lola said. “But that’s not part of the costume.” She looked at Markie plaintively, seeking support from a fellow fan.

“Maybe she was worried you’d be cold,” Markie said.

Lola seemed unconvinced—it was a warm night—but moved on, reaching into her pumpkin. “She made me something.” Turning to Jesse, she said, “I mean, us.”

“You can keep it,” he said. “It’s your ‘Best! Night! Ever!’”

He waved his hands in the air as he spoke, clearly imitating something Lola had done earlier. He was smiling, though, not sneering, happy about her excitement, not mocking it. She smiled back as she produced from the pumpkin a small totem of two figures attached together, one holding a paper flashlight, the other clutching a Hershey bar as tall as the figure itself. She held it out to Markie, who admired it and handed it back. Lola set it carefully back in the pumpkin, pushing it with her finger until she was satisfied with its placement.

“Look at these!” She extended a foot for Markie to admire. “These are Patty’s. She said I could use anything I wanted in the whole apartment to make my costume.”

“They’re beautiful,” Markie said. “But can you walk in those for an hour?”

Lola nodded, and Jesse said, “If you consider tripping every few feet to be ‘walking,’ then yes.” He poked the girl gently in her tummy. “I thought I might have to carry her over here. I already warned her that my piggybacking days are over, and no way are we dealing with a scooter tonight.”

Angel, who had been weaving in and out between the three of them as they talked, spied Lola’s extended leg and attacked it with her tongue. Lola burst into giggles and fell to the floor.

“Not my makeup!” she squealed, pushing the dog’s face away. Angel wouldn’t be deterred. Turning to the dog, Lola said, “Hey, Angel, can you roll over?” The dog lay down and rolled over, her tongue lolling out the side of her mouth. “Good girl,” Lola said, rubbing the furry belly.

“You taught her to roll over?” Markie asked Jesse.

“Patty did,” he said. “Yesterday, while we were carving the pumpkins. So what do you think we should do, Mom?” He pointed directly at the back of Lola’s head.

Markie nodded conspiratorially. “You know, Lola, I had an idea earlier.” She paused to give herself time to make something up. “I have some old sheets upstairs. Some regular-size ones and some from when Jesse was a baby and had a crib.”

Lola giggled without taking her eyes off the dog. “Baby Jesse. Baby girl Jesse.”

“Grandpa Lola,” he fired back, and she giggled harder.

Markie looked at her son, who shook his head. “It’s just a thing we do. So what was your idea? About the sheets?”

“You two might think it’s silly,” Markie said, “but I saw it online.”

It was a shot in the dark, but it hit—Lola stiffened as she listened to hear more.

“I guess a lot of kids this year are dressing with their dog,” Markie said. “You know, matching costumes.”

Lola’s hand came to a stop on Angel’s belly.

“And I was thinking about those old sheets. White ones . . .” Markie paused for Jesse to catch up.

“Ghosts?” he said. “As in, cut holes in sheets and be ghosts?”

“Lame?” Markie asked.

“Brilliant!” he said. “Lola! Right? You and Angel could both be ghosts!”

Lola turned to look at him, and it was plain she was thinking about it. She gazed down at her pink high heels, then reached up to touch one of her dangling earrings.

“And,” Jesse said, clearly thinking on his feet, “the beauty of it is, you can still be a genie, too! Only, you’d be a genie under the ghost. A secret genie!”

“A genie ghost,” Lola whispered, and her hand moved away from her earring.

“Right, only everyone else would just see the ghost, right?” he said. “And the genie part would be, like, totally covered by the sheet. ’Cause otherwise you won’t match Angel.”

“Unless she’s a genie ghost too!” Lola said.

“That would be so cool,” Jesse said. “Except it’s . . . uh . . . already getting late, and I don’t know how long it’d take to rig her up in both costumes. But it sounds like my mom’s got a sheet for her, so I’m thinking we go with pure ghost, right? And you know, if we stopped at Mrs. Saint’s first and got those white running shoes of yours, that would be even better. They’d be harder to see under the sheet than those pink shoes.”

“It would look like I’m floating on air!” Lola squealed.

She jumped up and ran to the door, kicking off the high heels before she opened it. “I’ll get them now!”

Before Jesse could answer, she was tearing across the patio in her skimpy outfit and bare feet.

“Nice save, Mom,” he said.

Ten minutes later, they were ready to go, a resigned Angel wrapped in half of an old crib sheet.

Markie held up her camera. “Lola, can I get a picture of the two ghosts?”

Jesse stepped away, and Markie knew better than to try to coax him to be in the shot. But at the last second, Lola tugged on his sleeve to pull him closer, and to Markie’s surprise, he not only consented, but he also agreed to hold Lola’s pumpkin so she could pose with her hands in the air.

“No one sees that one but the three of us,” he told his mother as he walked out the front door, the two ghosts running ahead of him on the walk.

“I’m pretty sure everyone next door is going to see it if you let Lola have a copy,” she warned. “Maybe everyone at her school, too.”

He closed his eyes. Clearly, he hadn’t considered the full ramifications of smiling for the camera, pumpkin in hand.

“You could always tell her there’s only going to be one copy, and it’s going to stay in this house.”

“Jesseeee!” Lola called from the end of the walk, where she was bouncing on her toes with excitement. “Come onnnn!” She bent to adjust the half crib sheet they had dressed the dog in, then dropped to her knees and hugged Angel around her neck. “Best night ever, Angel!”

His eyes on the girl and the dog, Jesse said, “Nah, it’s fine. She can have her own copy.”

Markie reached into the candy bowl, then went with her son to the end of the walk, hands behind her back. Bringing them forward, she bent down to Lola. “Here, Miss Secret Genie Ghost. I want to be the first person to put something in your pumpkin. These were Jesse’s idea, by the way.”

Lola pulled her sheet off to get a better view as Markie dropped three Hershey bars into the orange plastic container. Screeching, Lola threw her arms around Markie’s neck, pressing a sticky cheek against her. It felt to Markie as though the child had just glued them together. It wasn’t the makeup—she could feel that, too, and it was slippery, not sticky.

Lola’s neck and arms and hair had a filmy feel to them, and she had a definite unclean smell about her, although perhaps because she was only eight, it was more sweet than repulsive. She smelled like mushed apples and wet hay, and while it wasn’t something Markie would want to bottle and sell, it was far nicer than the preteen body odor that used to settle in the stairwells at Jesse’s old school.

Despite the smell of her and the stickiness, Markie held on tight. Hugging Lola reminded her of how it used to be when Jesse was her age, the forceful way he’d throw himself at her, shoot his arms around her, and hold on like he never wanted to let go. No self-consciousness, no concern about whether someone might be watching. It got so much harder as they got bigger. Jesse was skinny, but he had his father’s broad shoulders, so Markie had to approach him from a careful angle in order to get her arms right around him, which only made the entire process that much more awkward and unpleasant for him.

“Thank you a big billion billion!” Lola said, pressing her cheek tighter against Markie’s.

“Which is not, in fact, the highest number in the world,” Jesse said, in a way that made clear he was continuing a conversation they’d had before.

“Is so,” Lola said.

She tried to pull away, but she and Markie were stuck fast by whatever was under her makeup. Lola giggled and pulled harder, coming free, and Markie felt a cold, empty space where the child’s body had been pressed against her. She told herself she was being ridiculous—she should be relieved to be free of the smell and grime.

Jesse picked up the discarded sheet from the ground and held it out for her, and Lola wriggled into it.

“Frappez la rue!” Lola said. “That’s ‘hit the road’ in French,” she informed Markie as they turned for the sidewalk.

“Not exactly,” Jesse said. “It doesn’t—”

“Directly translate,” Lola finished for him. “But I still like to say it.”

“Just don’t—” he started.

“Say it in front of Mrs. Saint,” Lola finished. “I know. Je pas stupid.”

“Je ne suis pas stupide,” he corrected, and Markie didn’t know whether to feel pride or dismay at his newfound French-language skills.

Lola punched him in the side and whispered something Markie couldn’t hear, and the two of them bickered their way down the block as Markie turned back to the house.

Stepping past the carved pumpkin, she thought about the Halloween nights of her childhood—being dragged too fast around their block by an impatient Lydia while her father remained at work, determined not to return home until “the whole ridiculous waste of money and good molars” was over. “There,” Lydia would say, “we went all the way around the block. That’s more than enough candy for your waistline and for your teeth. And more than enough time for Mommy to have to witness all those mannerless imps grabbing their candy and running, without a pleasant ‘Good evening’ or even a simple ‘Please’ and ‘Thank you.’”

Markie was allowed to dress in one of four Lydia-approved costumes: nurse, doctor, teacher, or first female president. She was permitted one candy from her pumpkin while they racewalked around the block, one when they got home, and one each dinnertime thereafter until her pumpkin was empty. With her mother’s supervision—the kind that always ended in “Here, why don’t I just fix that part. In fact, I’ll just finish it for you”—she was given the chance to carve one small pumpkin. More of a gourd, really, the size of a baseball. Clayton didn’t like the look of large pumpkins on people’s doorsteps once the squirrels got to them.

There were no indoor decorations of any kind, though Markie was allowed to display Halloween-related school art projects on the fridge for the same seven-day time allotment Clayton permitted for all drawings, stories, or other items she brought home. Once the week was up, the “clutter,” as he referred to it, went into the garbage. “This is a house, not a nest of pack rats.”

Inside the bungalow, Markie switched off the porch light and went to the family room to retrieve her book from the couch. She had an hour of reading time in bed before the kids returned. As she bent to pick up her novel, she saw Patty’s pink high heels near the door where Lola had kicked them off, and it occurred to her that she had been luckier than Lola—at least Lydia had taken her around the block each year and helped her with her costume, no matter how uncreative.

Markie set her book down. In the front hall, she flipped the porch light back on, casting the front of the house in a welcoming glow, and racing to the basement as fast as her crutches would allow, she found the box labeled HALLOWEEN. For the next sixty minutes, anytime she had a break from answering the door and handing candy to tiny Dorothys with red shoes, middle-school grim reapers, and the occasional high-school “hobo,” she strung pumpkin lights around the kitchen window, set out her collection of ceramic witches and ghosts on the counter, and dangled big plastic spiders from the ceiling, along with the tissue-body ghosts Jesse had made in first grade.

On the fridge, she used her entire magnet collection to post a decade’s worth of “scary” drawings he had created each October during his early childhood: green witches with warty noses and hairy chins and too many googly eyes, graveyards filled with monsters and zombies, the Headless Horseman. As a final touch, she tacked to the guest-room door the construction-paper skeleton with movable joints Jesse had so proudly brought home in third grade, and she set an electric jack-o’-lantern on the table beside the guest bed.

Lola squealed when she walked in the house and saw the decorations. Dropping her pumpkin, she ran into the kitchen, touched each of the ceramic ghosts and witches, studied every single piece of artwork on the fridge, and jumped up to try to touch each dangling ghost and spider. When Markie suggested the girl might want to check out the guest room, Lola yelped and raced up the stairs.

“Wait!” Jesse called after her. “You don’t even know where—”

An excited shriek let him know she had found the room just fine.

“Thanks, Mom,” he said. “The place looks great.” He set one of the dangling spiders spinning. “I’d forgotten about all this stuff.”

“She sure seems to be getting a kick out of it,” Markie said, lifting her eyes to the ceiling, through which they could hear Lola’s continued screeches.

He spun the spider again, then reached out to spin the others, and all the ghosts, before stepping to the fridge. Bending down, he studied each of his old creations carefully, laughing quietly at the witch with her eleven googly eyes.

“Yeah,” he said. “She really appreciates it.”





Chapter Twenty-Five

When Bruce knocked at eight o’clock the morning after Halloween to tell Markie that Mrs. Saint’s house had been broken into the night before, Markie wondered if perhaps she was asleep on her feet and dreaming. Patty hadn’t come for Lola until after two, and because the noise woke Angel, who then insisted on going out, Markie hadn’t gotten back to bed until close to three.

“Oh my God!” she said, after making Bruce repeat himself twice to make sure she had heard him correctly. “Did they take anything?”

“They sure did,” he said.

He nodded, as though he had now given her all the information she needed, and turned his attention to Angel, who was whining in her crate. “You want me to walk her so you can get your work done? I got some things to do now, but I could come for her later.”

“No,” she said. “Thanks, but you do too much for me as it is, and you won’t let me pay you.”

He had insisted on changing all the lightbulbs for her after Jesse mentioned the one in the upstairs hallway had gone out and she had almost tripped in the dark. While he was there, he replaced the batteries in the smoke alarms, and since he “just happened” to have brought extras in various sizes, he changed the ones in the TV remotes, too.

“So what did they take?” she asked. He looked at her blankly, and she said, “From the house.”

“Oh, right,” he said. “Money, for one. Don’t ask me how they knew where to find that. She keeps it in . . . a place that’s not so usual, let’s just say. They also stole some things from her medicine cabinet. Frédéric says that means it was kids. Because of, you know, drugs. ‘Who looks in the bathroom and leaves all the silver in the dining room?’ That’s what he said. But worst is, they took a little case that was sitting inside the front door. Frédéric was supposed to take it to the hospital for her, but he forgot it.”

“What was in it?”

“Family pictures and a few pieces of jewelry from her grandmother. Nothing fancy, no gold or nothing like that. Only worth something to her, which is probably why I found the case beside the garage, lying on its side. There was a couple of her papers inside it still, and I found a photo in the grass a few feet away, but everything else was gone. I don’t know if they took it all or tossed it behind the garage once they realized it wasn’t worth nothing, or what. Anyway, that’s how I knew something was up in the first place—I saw that case. Just happened to be looking in the right direction when I walked up the driveway today.

“And then I went searching around the house, and I found a broken window, and I called Frédéric, and he told me where else to look, and we pieced it together. I’ll look again in a minute, and maybe more things will turn up missing. Sure hope not. She’s upset enough about the case. I don’t want her getting more worked up. Especially with her, you know . . .” He tapped two fingers to his chest, the same way Mrs. Saint had done.

“Is something wrong with her heart?” Markie asked. “She told me it was only old age, and Ronda and Patty both said—”

“Frédéric’s not convinced. That’s why he made her go in for the tests.”

“Frédéric made her go?” Markie asked.

But Bruce only looked at her vacantly, so she gave up that line of inquiry and asked, “Why would she have wanted to take that little case to the hospital? I’d be worried something like that would get lost there.”

“Oh, she takes it anytime she goes anywhere overnight,” he said. “Always has. Not that she goes away much. But when she does, she always has that case.”

Markie thought about her ancient neighbor, who was gruff so much of the time yet had also shown quite a bit of sentimentality. Her voice always got softer when she talked about “my Edouard” or watched her Defectives at work, and Markie had seen her eyes glisten more than once in connection with Jesse, a child she had known only since August. She might be cold, even caustic, about a lot of things, but when it came to relationships, Mrs. Saint was quite mushy.

“She must be very upset about losing those family things,” Markie said.

“Crushed,” Bruce said. “I’m hoping to have time to search for them out behind the garage later. Right now, there’s too much else to do.”

He looked down, and they stood quietly for a few minutes. It was as though they were having a moment of silence for Mrs. Saint’s lost family heirlooms, Markie thought. It seemed crazy and right at the same time.

“I’d better get back,” Bruce said finally. “See if Ronda needs any help. Frédéric’s going to get refills on all the prescriptions that are missing, but he asked me to move some things around in the cabinet so those shelves aren’t standing empty when she gets home. He said she won’t want the reminder.”

Ten minutes later, Patty was at Markie’s door. “I wanted to thank you for taking Lola last night,” she said. “She couldn’t stop talking about it this morning. About Jesse and you and the costumes and the decorations, and on and on. It was her ‘best night ever’—I must’ve heard that phrase fifty times.”

“No problem,” Markie said. “She was no trouble at all. She actually got me and Jesse excited about Halloween, which is something I didn’t think would be possible. He was thinking he was too cool for it this year, and I . . . wasn’t in the mood.”

Patty looked past Markie, at the spiders and ghosts still suspended from the kitchen ceiling, the Halloween artwork on the fridge. “Looks like you were more in the mood for it than I’ve ever been.”

“I only put those things up because of Lola,” Markie said.

If it were Mrs. Saint at her door, she would never have admitted to any of this for fear the woman would consider it an opening to suggest she take Lola in again. She didn’t feel she had to be as careful around Patty. Maybe it was because Patty didn’t seem manipulative or pushy, or maybe it was because she didn’t seem all that interested in making arrangements for her daughter.

“Still,” Patty said, “I told everyone Lola’d be fine with Carol. Mrs. S didn’t have to go to the fuss of finding her a different plan, and she sure didn’t need to drag you into it.”

“It’s totally fine,” Markie said.

“How’s Angel doing?” Patty asked, nodding toward the crate and the animal inside it, who was trying to squeeze herself out between the bars. “You want me to take her out for a bit so you can get some work done?”

Markie narrowed her eyes. “Did Bruce send you over?”

Patty shrugged. “I was going to thank you anyway. He mentioned the dog was driving you nuts, and it sped up my plan.”

“Look,” Markie started, preparing to send Patty home with orders to inform Bruce to butt out. But then she recalled how vehemently she had opposed his suggestion that Patty become Angel’s regular dog walker. I can’t afford to pay her, and I won’t let her do it for free. Maybe being indebted to someone made Patty’s skin crawl, too.

“You know,” Markie said, “yes. Thank you. That would be great.”

Markie worked for two solid hours in pure, blissful silence, and when Patty returned, Angel walked straight into her crate and fell asleep.

“This is the best gift I’ve gotten in ages!” Markie whispered, afraid to wake the dog. “But I feel bad. You were gone so long! What about your own job?”

“Mrs. S won’t be home till close to dinnertime,” Patty said. “I only came over today to keep an eye on Bruce and Ronda. But I left them a list before I took Angel, and I’m pretty sure they’ll have gotten it all done. Or most of it.” She seemed to consider this. “Some of it. I’ll go back now and check.”

“I’ve never seen her so wiped out,” Markie said, pointing to the now-snoring dog.

“I’m faster than Jesse,” Patty said. “And a whole lot faster than him and Lola, even when she’s on that scooter. Angel could go all day at their pace. It’s the real quick walking that does her in.”

“It sure did today,” Markie said.

“You know, I could walk her every day.”

Markie shook her head. “Absolutely not. Today was great, and thank you. But we’re all settled up now. One night with Lola, one long walk for Angel. If you took her another time, it would be too much.”

Patty cocked her head. “I didn’t offer to take her because I thought I had to repay you for Lola.”

“Oh,” Markie said, reddening. “I just assumed. I mean, I didn’t think you needed to repay me, either. It’s just that some people are funny about owing others. Like me. I’m funny about that stuff. I can’t afford to pay you, and I can’t let you do it for nothing, and there’s nothing more I can really do for you in exchange, so . . .” She shrugged. “It’s a great offer, though, and thanks, but I just can’t.”

Patty squinted as though Markie had grown antennae. “I don’t really get it, but it’s cool.”
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Jesse came home later, looking ashen.

“What?” Markie asked. She thought about Mrs. Saint and her heart condition. He had heard something? “Is it Mrs. Saint?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Oh my God! Did Frédéric call you? What happened? Should we go over there now?”

“What?” Jesse asked. “No. Nobody called me. What are you talking about?”

“Her heart. What are you talking about?”

“I saw Bruce when I dropped Lola off, and he told me about last night. He said Frédéric thought some of the things from her case might be behind the garage, but no one’s had time to look. So I did, and he was right. I feel terrible. I mean, her most valuable possessions, and they just tossed them? She’s, like, eighty years old or whatever! All she’s ever done is be nice to people! And then some jerks go and do this to her?” His voice shook, and he swiped a hand across his eyes.

It surprised Markie to see him so upset. Had he become that close to Mrs. Saint? “Anyway,” he said, “I’ve been behind the garage, looking, and . . .”

He brought a hand out from behind his back. She hadn’t even noticed he was holding it there. In it, he held a small photograph, old, black-and-white, and creased. He held it up, and together they looked at two baby girls wearing matching dresses, sitting together in an old-fashioned pram. One had her hand on the other’s knee. They were twins, Markie guessed, about a year old.

Behind the pram stood two other children, a boy of about fourteen and a girl slightly younger, maybe eleven or twelve. The boy smiled stiffly in a new-looking suit as he looked partly at the camera and partly at something out of the frame. The girl wore a dress with needlework similar to that in the babies’ dresses, and she smiled openly, looking directly at the camera, her hand resting on the boy’s forearm. Maybe she was trying to get him to look at the camera instead of whatever else had his attention.

Markie turned the photo over to see if there were names written, or maybe a date or location, but there was nothing. Jesse took the photo back and brought his other hand from around his back and opened it, revealing an ancient-looking ring, flat on the top with an etching on it. She took it from him and held it up to see if she could make out the markings.

“I think it might be an S,” Jesse said. “For St. Denis, maybe? I don’t know.”

“It was very good of you to look,” Markie said. “Do you want to take these over so she’ll see them as soon as she gets home?”

He shook his head. “Frédéric called to say they’re coming now, and Bruce and Ronda went into a tailspin, so I came to get you.”

“I’m proud of you for finding those things,” Markie said.

A few minutes later, they rang the bell at Mrs. Saint’s house. “Welcome home!” Markie said when her neighbor answered the door. “How are you? I expected someone else to answer the door. Should you be up and around?”

“Pffft,” Mrs. Saint said. “Worry, worry, worry. Why is it we are all supposed to worry so much? Why cannot we enjoy our lives and leave the worry alone? What does it get for you, the worrying?”

“Well, I hope you’re feeling better,” Markie said. “Should we sit?”

“Enough,” Mrs. Saint said. “I have a whole group of people here who want to do nothing but sit me down so they can stare at me and fret about me and ask if I have yet taken this pill or do I need a glass of water.”

“Fair enough,” Markie said. “Look, I was so sorry to hear about the break-in.”

Mrs. Saint looked to the ceiling and pressed lips together. “Oui.”

“But I have a bit of good news,” Markie said. “Actually, it’s Jesse’s news.” She turned to her son and gestured for him to take over.

Jesse handed Mrs. Saint the photograph. “I found this.” Mrs. Saint took it from him, and when she realized what it was, she pressed a hand against her heart. She looked at Jesse, and Markie saw tears in the old woman’s eyes. “Where?” she asked, her voice a whisper.

“Behind the garage,” Jesse said. “In the woods. I found this, too.” He handed her the ring.

Mrs. Saint took it and touched a finger to the flat top of the engraving.

“What does it say?” Jesse asked.

“S,” she said. “For Sabrine. It was my Edouard’s mother’s ring.”

She looked away, not just a few feet off, but far, far away, and Markie wondered if she was thinking of Edouard’s mother or Edouard. She could see Mrs. Saint’s lips working to press themselves together so they wouldn’t quiver. She was trying not to break down in front of Jesse.

Markie stepped closer and pointed to the photo, thinking a change of subject might help. “Is this you? Are you a twin?”

“Och, non! Ce n’est pas moi. This is not me. I have no twin. No brothers and sisters at all. Only me.”

“Oh, I just assumed, since you kept the photo all these years, that it must be—”

“Relatives,” Mrs. Saint said. “Cousins. On my Edouard’s side. I hardly even knew them.”

She flipped the photo over. I’ll show you how little these people mean to me, she seemed to be saying. Markie thought the tears she had seen in the woman’s eyes when Jesse first produced the picture told a different story. But Mrs. Saint had been released from the hospital only an hour earlier, and she had been robbed the night before. Today was not the day to press her.

“Anyway, I must go,” Mrs. Saint said. “Before they all come to check me up.”

“Can I walk you to your room?” Jesse asked, and to Markie’s surprise, Mrs. Saint agreed.

He stepped to her, and she took his elbow and held out the ring and photograph. “Thank you for finding,” she said. “Now, on y va. Let us go. Frédéric will be having his own heart troubles if I am not back in my bed very soon.”

Markie said goodbye and went home. An hour later, Jesse walked in.

“I thought Lola left,” Markie said. “What were you doing over there for so long?”

“Looking for more stuff.”

“Did you find anything?”

He held out another photograph. “I’m going back tomorrow, when it’s lighter. This was way back, about ten feet from the garage. Must’ve gotten blown by the wind. I’m thinking there might be more stuff where I found this.”

“Why didn’t you take it right in the house to her?”

“When I left, she told me she was going to take a nap. And, also, I thought you should see it.”

“Why?”

He held it out and she took it. The photo showed twin girls, about seven or eight, wearing matching dresses and birthday hats. They held hands and giggled, and one waved to someone outside the frame.

Markie looked up at her son, then back to the picture. “The one waving,” she said as she studied the girls’ faces more carefully. “Don’t you think she’s a dead ringer for—?”

“Read it,” he said. “The back.”

She flipped the photo over: Angeline et Simone, 7ème anniversaire.





Chapter Twenty-Six

The Frenchwoman was standing in the bungalow again, only a few days after Halloween, trying to convince Markie to keep Lola every evening while Patty was “out.” Lola hadn’t stopped talking about how much fun she’d had at the bungalow, Mrs. Saint said, and for her own part, she couldn’t stop thinking about how much better off the girl would be if she spent part of each night in a home that insisted on bathing and teeth brushing. Jesse had even read to the girl before bed! No one did that for her at Patty’s apartment.

Markie stood in the middle of the family room, her feet planted wide, her arms crossed in front of her. If there were a mirror nearby, she was certain her reflection would show smoke coming out of her ears. She had told her neighbor twice, and not in a subtle way, what an inconvenience it had been for her and Jesse to be woken in the middle of the night in order to hand Lola back to her mother. How they had been too exhausted to think the next day, let alone complete the work they each had to do.

None of this had registered with Mrs. Saint, evidently, so Markie repeated it for a third time now, adding for clarity that there was no way she was going to sign on for that kind of interruption on a nightly basis. Mrs. Saint only blinked uncomprehendingly, as though Markie was complaining about nothing. Yet when Markie tossed the issue back to her—“Why doesn’t Lola stay with you every evening?”—the old woman waved her hands as though it was out of the question.

“Why?” Markie demanded. “Why are you standing there acting like it should be no trouble at all for me when you won’t even take her?”

Her answer was a blank stare.

It didn’t surprise Markie, but it aggravated her, and she stomped to the kitchen counter, plucked up the photo that Jesse had found the night before, and marched back to Mrs. Saint, shoving it in her face.

“You are full of requests for things I should do to help your employees,” she said. “And you have no end of questions for me and my son about our lives. And yet anytime I ask you the simplest question about anything to do with your life, you have no answer!” Mrs. Saint reached for the photo, but Markie hung on to it, and with a dramatic flourish, she turned it over so the handwriting was in the old woman’s face, undeniable: Angeline et Simone, 7ème anniversaire .

“‘Are you a twin?’ I asked you last night,” Markie said, still holding the photo out of Mrs. Saint’s reach. “‘Oh, non,’ you said. ‘I’m not a twin. In fact, I never even had siblings! Those twin girls in the pram in the other photo? Edouard’s cousins! Not me. Not my twin.’ When in fact, it was you! You and Simone, your twin sister! And my guess is that the kids in that other photo were an older brother and sister. So you have three siblings, in fact, not ‘none!’

“That’s two lies from you this week alone! Who knows how many others you’ve told since we moved in! How many secrets you’ve kept, all while trying to get at all of mine! And now you’re standing here, in my house, asking me to look after a child whose mother disappears every night to somewhere you refuse to name! You can understand why I’m getting a little tired of this, can’t you?”

Before the other woman could answer, Markie said, “Never mind! Don’t answer that! I expect you won’t understand! But understand this: I am finished with your secrets and your nonsense! I’m not asking you any more questions about your life. There’s no point. But you need to be finished, too. Do not ask me anything more about me, and do not ask me to help your employees again!

“Don’t ask my son, either. He can work for you until he has paid Mr. Levin. After that, he’s done. And when February comes and our half-year lease is up, he and I are leaving. I hear you’ve been hinting that he should ask me to extend the lease. You somehow know that the landlord would be willing to do that for us, even though my deadline for extending has passed. Of course, I’m sure you won’t tell me how you know that, so I’m not going to ask that, either.”

Trembling, Markie offered the photo at last, and Mrs. Saint took it, staring for a long time at the inscription on the back before finally turning it over to see the two little girls at their birthday. Without waiting for the woman to react or explain, Markie marched to the door, opened it, and motioned with her hand for Mrs. Saint to leave.

“I am sorry,” Mrs. Saint said softly, her eyes still on the photograph. “This is something I do not like to speak of. So I lie about it. I . . . pretend she never existed.”

“Why?” Markie demanded.

But she didn’t step away from the door, and she made another sweeping motion with her hand. Even if she were to get an answer, which she doubted, she preferred to hear it as the woman was on her way out.

Mrs. Saint stepped toward the door, her back to Markie. “Because it is a very painful thing,” she said in a small voice. “She is dead.”

Markie felt a wave of guilt wash over her. She had been entirely too harsh, especially considering the woman had a heart condition. She was still frustrated by all the secrets, but this was different. Her neighbor couldn’t be the first person to pretend away loved ones because it was easier than facing their absence.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. Mrs. Saint had reached the doorway, and Markie reached out to her. “I can imagine why you would pretend she didn’t exist.”

Mrs. Saint nodded and kept going.

“You don’t have to leave,” Markie said. “I overreacted. I was annoyed. I still am, about a number of things. But not about that. I’m sorry. I was completely out of line, and I feel terrible about it.”

“I should go.”

“When did she die?” Markie asked. Mrs. Saint was on the patio now, moving toward the fence, and Markie followed behind her.

“A long, long time ago.”

She didn’t look back when she said it, and Markie could tell by her tone that that was all she planned to say about her sister. And for once, she didn’t think there was anything wrong with that.

When Mrs. Saint reached her side door, she turned. “I have known Frédéric for many years. More than you have been alive, even. We met when we were children. He is . . .” She stared past Markie into the distance. “He is family, for me. This is why he insisted on staying overnight in the hospital. This is why they would allow it.”

Markie’s mouth fell open. She could think of a thousand questions, but no words.

“I should have told you this before,” Mrs. Saint said. “I am sorry I did not. And I should not have asked you about Lola. You are not . . . wanting people in your life. Wanting to be involved in their lives. I have known this. And I should not have pushed about it.”

Markie cringed. It made her sound so selfish, so coldhearted. “Well, not now,” she said. “I might’ve had a different answer a year ago, but for right now—”

Mrs. Saint held up a hand to stop her. “I am not asking you to explain this. It is your information.”

Markie waited, scanning the other woman’s face for some indication she was trying to lure Markie into spilling her story by pretending she didn’t want to hear it. But Mrs. Saint only looked sad. Maybe she regretted pushing Markie so hard for so long, or maybe she was lamenting her lost childhood with Frédéric, or maybe she was thinking about Simone.

“You said you do not want to always be asked about things anymore,” Mrs. Saint said. “And so, I will not.”

She nodded, as though that finalized the matter, then turned and disappeared into her house.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Markie was hobbling outside to put Angel on the tie-out when Ronda called from the screened porch, asking her to wait. When the cook finally reached the fence, Markie saw worry lines on her normally smooth face.

“What is it?” Markie asked.

“Carol’s over. I needed to get out of there for a minute.” Ronda shuddered as though she had narrowly escaped certain death.

“Oh,” Markie said.

No wonder she hadn’t seen Frédéric tinkering near the garage. He must be conveniently at one of his meetings/classes/appointments/who-knew-whats.

“Does she come over often? I’ve heard Lola calling to her a few times, but I’ve never seen her.”

“Oh no,” Ronda said. “Just every blue moon or so, when she needs money.” She bent her head to watch as the toe of her shoe dug into the garden.

“Mrs. Saint gives her money?”

“Oh, goodness no,” Ronda chuckled, shaking her head. “No, she don’t, and she never will, and she made that durn clear to Carol first time she asked. Oooh,” she laughed again, “that was an awkward day for everyone, let me tell you. No, she gets it from Patty. Usually, she hits her up before Patty goes out at night.

“Plays the Lola card. You know, ‘You sure you don’t want to lend me money? Well then, I’m not so sure I want to mind the kid. Maybe you’d best stay in tonight.’” Ronda shook her head. “Real nice for Lola to hear that from her own grandma, I’m sure. Anyway, she must’ve forgot last night, or maybe she had some big financial emergency come up today, after Patty already left to come over.”

“And that’s why Frédéric’s never around when Carol comes over!” Markie guessed out loud. “Because he said something to her about borrowing money from her own daughter or about holding it over Lola’s head. And Carol got mad.”

Ronda looked up, surprised, and Markie blushed at her overexcitement about figuring out the mystery. And for making it so obvious that she had been trying to solve it.

“Well, now, I couldn’t say about that,” Ronda said, “but it sure sounds like something Frédéric might do. He looks at Patty and Lola like they’re his own, in case you never noticed. Looks at all of us that way, really, but especially them.

“And I wouldn’t be surprised if he stuck up for Patty in some kind of way like that, about the money or some of the other stuff Carol does. I never seen him do it. But Carol never asks about him, that’s for sure. Acts like she don’t even know he exists. And I guess it might be because he opened his mouth up and she didn’t like it. You make Carol mad, and that’s it. She’s not one to forgive.”

Markie felt foolish at the realization that the “big mystery” about Frédéric and Carol wasn’t significant at all. They were simply two people avoiding each other because they’d had words once. Where was the great secrecy in that?

“Not that he asks about her, either, if you want the truth,” Ronda said. “And Mrs. Saint is always reminding us not to mention her name or anything about her when he’s around. Lola had a picture of Carol once, and Mrs. Saint about had a fit, making her shove it in her backpack before he saw it, telling her never to bring it over again. So maybe he’s acting like Carol don’t exist, too.

“Only with Frédéric, you know there’s more to it than just being mad about some argument they maybe had. It’s about those girls”—Ronda smiled—“his girls, he calls them. He’s always worried about them, and I imagine he worries more because of all the things Carol puts them through, and that’s why he don’t want nothing to do with her. Not that he’s told me any of this. It’s just how I’ve pieced it together.” She nodded, satisfied with her own theory. Her gesture reminded Markie of Mrs. Saint.

“With Carol, though,” Ronda went on, “it’s likely to be pure grudge, through and through. She’s one of the tough ones. She’s . . .” She gazed at the back of her hands for the right word. “Hard,” she settled on. “She’s a hard, demanding woman. Patty can’t do anything right, if you ask Carol. But then, if you ask just about anyone who knows Carol, they’ll tell you she hasn’t done a lot right in her life herself.

“And she sure ain’t doing right by her family these days, always messed up and borrowing money. Or stealing it, if Patty’s not around to lend it. So why she’s so hard on Patty . . .” She turned her hands over and examined her palms for the rest of her sentence. Not finding it there, evidently, she started a new one. “I’ve probably made more Carol totems than any other kind. Patty has a drawerful, I think! Not that it’s helping.”

Markie thought of her own hypercritical mother and considered asking Ronda for a Lydia totem. Then again, she only had to deal with hers on the phone or over Skype. Patty, forced to see Carol every day, was the one most in need of the totems.

“I wonder why Patty doesn’t just move out,” Markie said. “I assume she makes enough money to get her own place.”

“She does,” Ronda said. “It’s Carol that don’t have enough to get by. And since Carol raised Patty on her own, Patty feels like she owes her. Or at least, Carol’s told her enough times that she owes her. Plus, there’s the fact that Carol’s the go-to for minding Lola while Patty’s out in the evenings. And you don’t move out on Carol and then ask her to look after your kid. That’s not how things work with Carol. Like I said, you make her mad, and that’s it for you.”

Ronda gestured to the house and said, “I should get back in there. I’m burning some muffins, but I don’t want to let them go too long or it might make it obvious.” Noting Markie’s surprise, she winked and said, “Carol’ll do some yelling and cursing about my terrible cooking and lay off Patty for a minute. Works every time.”

[image: image]

It was the Thursday after Halloween, and Markie was working at the dining room table. She was trying to work, anyway, but mostly she had been staring out the window, trying to keep herself from obsessing about the fact that the gig was likely up for her work-from-home position. She had eight days, including the weekend, to get her numbers up before she was scheduled to meet with Gregory for their mind-mapping session. There was no way for her to get out of it, and at this point, she couldn’t see herself coming away from that meeting with good news. Her numbers were still down, thanks to Angel.

She had considered staying up all night to work while the dog was happily cuddling in bed with Jesse. But she had never been able to pull off late nights, even when she was young. It took her days to recover from even a single night of missed sleep, as she had been reminded after Patty’s middle-of-the-night Lola pickup. And anyway, she couldn’t imagine having to deal with Angel all day when she was tired.

She looked down at her yoga pants and oversize T-shirt and let out a breath. The weight loss she had been so excited about after her short period of dog walking had reversed itself, thanks to her sprained ankle. She might not even be able to squeeze into her lime-green post-baby dress next Friday. And although she had been trying to avoid the mirror in the bathroom, it hadn’t escaped her that her gray roots had now grown so long that her hair seemed to belong to two people—the bottom six inches to a young blonde, and the top six to an old brunette.

Not that a slimmer physique, a new wardrobe, and a day at the beauty salon were all that was standing between her and the ability to work in public once more. Emotionally, she still wasn’t there. And it wasn’t just Gregory and the cube prairie she couldn’t face. It was any location, any boss.

Her limited interactions with Mrs. Saint and her employees took more out of Markie than she had. She had taken to buying groceries only on Wednesdays, and only late at night, because that was the shift worked by the least-talkative cashier in the store. The others wanted to chat about the weather or her purchases, innocuous enough in terms of subject matter, but it was torture for Markie, the way they smiled and waited for her to respond. There was no way she would be able to withstand workplace banter in the cube prairie all day long, and the idea of department lunches, with the requisite get-to-know-you pudding-cup trades Gregory was so keen on, made her break into a cold sweat.

Noise from the other side of the window caught her attention. Jesse and Lola were outside on one of their homework breaks. Lola waved her arms above her head and squealed while she ran laps around the yard, Jesse chasing after her, bent forward, his arms hanging limply in front of him, making deranged-creature noises. Angel, who was allowed to lie at their feet under Mrs. Saint’s kitchen table while they worked, ran after them, barking.

Markie stood, crossed to the window, and watched as the kids ran in circles. Every few minutes they stopped and pitched forward, hands on their knees, ribs moving in and out as they caught their breath. No matter how far apart they were when they stopped, Lola always moved closer to Jesse. Markie could see their mouths move as they talked and laughed until finally, one of them would swat the other and they would both take off running again.

A few minutes into their game, the side door opened and Frédéric came out. He said something to Jesse, pointed toward the bungalow, and started for the fence. Markie, always eager to stop any cross-lawn travel when she could, hurried out to meet him.

“I have not yet thanked you for taking Lola the other night,” he said, reaching across the fence to take both of her hands in his. “What a wonderful thing you did. Thank you.” He bowed stiffly.

“It was more Jesse than me,” she said.

Frédéric turned to watch the children, who were now turning in tight circles with their arms straight out, like airplanes. “He is a remarkable young man, to do these things for her,” he said. “These childish games of which I am sure he wants no part.”

“It’s good for him to get the fresh air himself,” Markie said, “not to mention the exercise. I think his video game playing has been cut in half since he started spending time with her. Maybe more.”

“He has a good mind,” Frédéric said. “He is interested in things. Not the same as many his age.”

“Listen, I should be the one thanking you, for spending so much time with him,” she said. “I can’t tell you how thrilled he is to be learning about carpentry from you. The Sundays he’s been spending with you have made such a difference. He tells me you’ve been talking to him about World War Two, as well. He got a terrific grade on his history midterm. Did he tell you? He told me most of his answers came from talking to you. I know he read the chapters, but the written words weren’t nearly as interesting as your stories. You made it come alive.” Because she couldn’t help herself, she added, “You really should have been a professor.”

Frédéric smiled. “I enjoy talking about these things with him. There are some who refuse to ever discuss the past. But this does not make it go away.” Before Markie could decide if he was talking about Mrs. Saint and Simone or simply making an innocuous remark about people in general, he said, “Angeline tells me she did a very poor job of asking if you could have Lola in the evenings. She feels badly.”

“Because I didn’t say yes?”

He smiled again. “Certainly, she is sad about your answer. But I believe she feels most badly that her . . . quirks, shall we say, have gotten in the way of what is best for a child.”

He turned again to watch Lola and Jesse running in the yard, and so did Markie, and for a few moments they were quiet as they stood together grinning at the two human airplanes and their yapping four-legged wingman.

“Such fun they have,” Frédéric said. “Even at such different ages. I have often had the thought that they each would have enjoyed a sibling.” Quickly, he turned to Markie and said, “Please. I am not Angeline. I am not asking if you thought of another child or why there is not one. I am only sharing what I have thought about each of them. I hope it is not an offensive thing.”

“I know you’re not Angeline,” Markie said. “I’ve never lumped the two of you together. You are very different.”

“She does mean well,” he said. “But she is unfortunately not so able to relate things the way she intends. So tough and bossy! But this is not who she is, in her core.”

“Well then, who is she, at her core?” Markie asked.

But Frédéric only smiled and let out a quiet laugh and gave Markie a look that said he would sooner face a firing squad than reveal something private about Angeline. It didn’t surprise Markie, and just like when Ronda had refused to engage about Mrs. Saint’s secretiveness, it didn’t annoy her the way it did when it was the old woman herself who avoided the questions. The Defectives weren’t the ones prying into Markie’s life while refusing to open up about their own. They were simply being loyal. Markie respected them for that, and in a way, she envied Mrs. Saint for having so many people in her life who were that devoted to watching out for her.

She smiled agreeably at Frédéric and decided to change the subject, but before she could speak again, the side door opened and Patty walked out, calling to Lola that it was time for them to leave. Lola’s face sagged, and to Markie’s surprise, Frédéric’s did the same.

“Two minutes,” Patty told Lola, who groaned, then took up running again after Jesse as Patty headed for Frédéric and Markie.

Angel stopped chasing the kids and darted to Patty’s side, walking with her. “Hi there, Angel girl!” Patty said, reaching down to touch the dog’s head. At the fence, she asked, “What are you two huddled up about?”

Frédéric shifted positions to include her in the discussion, but Patty squatted and took Angel’s head between her hands, scratching her behind the ears. “You behaving?” she asked. She planted a kiss on the dog’s forehead, then stood. Angel tried to jump up for more attention, but Patty held a flat palm to her. “Down,” she said, “and sit.” The dog sat. “So?” Patty asked, looking from Frédéric to Markie.

“Only visiting,” Frédéric told Patty. “I was going to ask Markie how her job is going.” To Markie, he said, “You are enjoying working from home, Jesse tells me.”

Markie frowned. “I was enjoying it, but I’m afraid I’m not going to be for much longer. I’m not getting enough done at home, so I’m going to be forced to work downtown soon. I’ve been looking for other work-from-home options, but so far, no luck. I think there’s about to be a cubicle at Global Insurance headquarters with my name on it.” She pictured the cube prairie and scratched her arms.

“But why is this?” Frédéric asked.

“Because she refuses to accept help,” Patty said. “She’d rather drag herself downtown and be miserable in a cube all day than let me take Angel off her hands for a few hours.” She smiled at Markie as if to say she still didn’t get it but was still cool with it.

Frédéric looked at Markie for confirmation, and she shrugged.

“You do not like help,” he said, and his tone was so matter-of-fact that it caught her off guard. Her parents had said the same five words to her many times, but it was always as an accusation, a judgment.

“Not when I can’t pay for it,” she said.

He inclined his chin. He understood—or at least, he acknowledged her feelings on the matter. “And do you feel payment for help must always be made in cash?” he asked.

“No,” Markie said, “but I . . .” She stopped. She was going to say she couldn’t think of a non-cash way to repay Patty, but of course, that was no longer true.

Markie locked eyes with Frédéric, and she could tell from the way he held his neck, stiffly and slightly to the left, that he was listening to the children playing behind him but was determined not to turn around and look at them. To bring her attention to the obvious. To use their laughter against her. That was something Mrs. Saint would do, and he was not, as he had said only moments ago, the same as she was. Mrs. Saint, who let her own quirks—her bossiness, her nosiness, her insistence on barging into other people’s lives—get in the way of what was best for Lola.

“You do not like to be so involved with other people,” Frédéric said, and again, it was a simple statement, devoid of judgment.

Markie didn’t feel the impulse to defend herself to him. She didn’t feel the urge to tell him she hadn’t always been like this. That she didn’t plan to stay like this, alone in her house, hiding from her neighbors, her colleagues, her parents, the rest of the world. Sometimes, even, from her son, and always, always from herself. That it was only something she needed now, until she could stand to look at herself again and could stand to have others look at her.

Frédéric tilted his head to one side and regarded her kindly, then reached for her hand again and held it between his. “It is every bit okay,” he said.

He continued to look directly into her eyes, and Markie was certain he was telegraphing to her only kindness, understanding. That he was absolutely not trying to convey the message that she was the one who was like Angeline, letting her own quirks get in the way of what was best for Jesse.

He was Frédéric, after all, and he was not the type to send that message.

But she heard it, loud and clear.

“Patty,” Markie said, not taking her eyes away from Frédéric’s, “I have a proposition for you.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight

They were playing the Anything Game, and it was Lola’s turn.

“The category is . . . ,” she said, thinking. She looked around the room, and her eyes settled on Angel, who was sleeping on the living room floor. “Animals. And the word starts with D.”

Jesse looked at Markie and shook his head. “Dinosaur?” he asked.

“Nope!” Lola said, trying not to make her delight too obvious. She took a bite of her sandwich to hide her smile.

“Dingo?” Markie tried.

Normally, an eight-year-old not living in Australia would probably have to ask what a dingo was. But they had been playing this game every night for the past three weeks, and Lola, after gazing around the room for ideas and landing on Angel, had used “category: animal, and letter: D” almost every one of those nights. There were surprisingly few animals that began with D, so they’d had occasion to discuss dingoes several times.

Other turns of Lola’s included, after turning her head to look out the dining room window at the house on the other side of the fence, “Category: men. Letter: F.” Sometimes it was letter B. Or “Category: women. Letter, M-R-S-S.” Or “R.” Or “Category: boys. Letter, J.”

Lola had shamed them into dinners at the table. At six on the first night she was there, she rose from the family room floor, where she and Jesse had been lying on their stomachs, her coloring and him flipping through a video-game magazine, and announced she was going to set the table.

“For what?” Jesse asked. “And what table? Our homework’s all over the card table in here, and the dining room one is covered in my mom’s work.”

“At Mrs. Saint’s, they eat dinner in the dining room,” Lola said.

“Yeah, but where do you eat at your place?” Jesse said. “’Cause you never eat dinner at Mrs. Saint’s. You guys always leave before dinner.”

“Carol and I eat on the couch, mostly. But we live in an apartment. This is a house.”

“What does that . . . ?” Jesse started, but by then, Markie had risen from the family room couch, where she had been reading, and walked to the dining room to clear three spots at the table, so she didn’t hear the rest.

“Okay, Lola,” Markie said, walking back to the family room. “The table’s ready for you to set. We only need plates tonight since we’re having pizza. Although, we do have . . .” She went to the kitchen, ripped three squares of paper towel from the roll beside the sink, and held them out. “There! Napkins. I think our place mats are in a box in the basement, so . . .” She shrugged, grabbed three plates out of the cupboard, and handed them to the girl.

Lola stared at the plates and paper towels. “At Mrs. Saint’s, there’s always a knife, fork, and spoon for everyone.” Before Jesse could protest again, she told him, “I help Ronda set the table before I leave sometimes. You’ve even seen me do it.” To Markie, she said, “Also a second plate. For the salad.”

“Ah,” Markie said, opening the fridge and peering in. “Sadly, I’m not sure we have anything that would pass for a salad at the moment.”

She dragged out “at the moment” as though the issue was simply that Lola had asked on the wrong day. Jesse coughed from the family room, and although Markie couldn’t make it out, she was pretty sure it was one of those “cough—LIAR!—cough” coughs.

“Ronda will have extra!” Lola said, dropping the plates and paper towels on the counter. “She told me I could come over anytime we needed anything.”

Markie considered it a personal victory that she managed to stop herself from shrieking, “No!” and clutching her throat. Before she could think of a less dramatic way of expressing her horror at the thought of Mrs. Saint’s house supplying the bungalow with food and, indeed, before she could even remind Lola to put shoes on, the girl was out the door and running across the patio.

While she was gone, Jesse groaned about the impending salad. Markie didn’t like it any more than he did, but the little girl’s life had already been thrown out of whack enough. If eating the kind of dinner she expected, given that Markie and Jesse lived in a house and not an apartment, helped the child regain her bearings somehow, then Markie and her son would suck it up, be prepared to choke down a few greens, and figure out what else to serve that would merit a knife, fork, and spoon.

Markie told Jesse all of this and added that, as he surely recalled, he was the reason Lola was there in the first place. It was parenting through guilt, and it had Lydia written all over it. Markie wasn’t proud of this. But the boy shut up and headed to the pantry.

“Soup?” he suggested. “We could tick spoons off the list.”

“Brilliant,” she said. “And the salad will take care of the forks.” She turned and reached for a loaf of bread, holding it up to show him. “I’ll put some slices on a plate, and we can set the butter dish on the table. Knives.”

“Nice,” he said.

By the time Lola was back with a container of salad and a jar of homemade dressing, they had the table almost ready. They also had their attitudes adjusted enough that when the three of them sat down at the dining room table, it seemed like it was no big deal at all, Markie and Jesse eating there. Like they had been doing it all along. And they had been ever since, because Markie was not about to shatter an eight-year-old’s illusions about what dinnertime in a house was like, and Jesse had been surprisingly pleased to go along with the act.

Markie had been trying to keep food from the other side of the fence from making its way to her side, but it was a losing battle. To prevent Lola from running next door for leftover salad each night, Markie had been buying lettuce, tomatoes, and carrots, and she had picked up three kinds of dressing. But that only meant there was a different angle of attack for her neighbors. Cucumbers showed up one night, so Markie bought two the next day, and soon radishes—cut into flower shapes, no less—came over.

She added some of those to her grocery list, and suddenly, shredded carrots, rather than the regular ones in Markie’s crisper, became a must-have. Markie’s canned soup dinners were one-upped by homemade broth and stew, and her grilled cheese was sent to the sidelines by Reubens, which Ronda delivered herself. And, of course, any dessert Markie bought—cookies, mini-muffins, ice cream—had a “made from scratch” version, transported over the fence in turns by Ronda, Mrs. Saint, or Bruce. Only Frédéric and Patty appeared to feel that whatever Markie came up with was adequate.

As offended as Markie was, she also felt vindicated, because not one food item had arrived from next door that any of them was actually willing to eat. Lola claimed she liked Ronda’s salad dressing, but Jesse and Markie were sure that was only because Ronda’s was the only dressing the girl had ever tasted. Jesse talked her into trying one of their store-bought kinds, and after that, although Lola obediently carried containers of dressing over anytime Ronda made some, Markie had seen her pouring it down the sink, then reaching into the fridge for a bottle from the store.

The kids had taken to spending half an hour after dinner on “kitchen experiments,” which basically consisted of their trying to come up with ways to make Ronda’s offerings edible. Maple syrup and chocolate sauce had become anchor tenants on Markie’s grocery list; there was almost nothing that couldn’t be made tolerable by drowning it in some form of liquid sugar.

Almost. One night, Markie heard Lola tell Jesse, “Maybe whipped cream would make the difference. Do you have any of that?”

To which Jesse responded, “I think we need to just give up on this one.”

Each night, after the food experiments were over and the three of them had cleaned the kitchen, Jesse spread his homework out on a card table he had carried up from the basement and set up in the family room. For at least an hour, he worked on his homework while Lola, having finished her work sheets before dinner at Mrs. Saint’s, sat with him, crayons and coloring books spread before her. Markie had taken to settling nearby on the family-room couch with a book.

Jesse had acted surprised to see his mother follow them into the family room on Lola’s first night. “I figured you’d want to hide from the noise,” he said, “in the living room or even way up in your room.”

“I’m prepared to retreat if you two get carried away,” she told him. “But I think it’s better for Lola to have me nearby. In case she feels homesick and wants a mom figure around.”

“You’re not exactly the mom figure she’s used to,” he said.

“Still,” she said.

Each time Lola finished coloring both sides of a page, she ripped it out of the book, carefully printed her name in the top right corner, and set it to the side. Most nights, she ended up with a considerable pile of finished pictures. When she was tired of coloring, she went through an elaborate process of examining the front and back sides of each finished page to decide which had turned out best. After that, she put herself through a seemingly heartrending task of deciding who would get each one.

Frédéric received the most, and also her best ones; no stray crayon marks outside the lines, no people with green faces or purple arms. The rejects went to everyone else. Mrs. Saint had a number on her fridge, Lola told Markie the first night she presented one to her, and Bruce and Ronda had assured the child that their fridges were covered in her artwork as well. Markie got the hint and clipped the picture to the front of the fridge with a magnet.

“And Frédéric takes all of his to the basement right away,” Lola said, beaming. “And he puts them on the walls.”

Markie recalled Jesse saying Frédéric had a workshop in the basement and asked Lola if that’s where her pictures were hanging.

“Some are,” the girl said. “And some are in his room.”

“What do you mean, ‘his room’?” Jesse said.

Lola’s brow furrowed as she regarded Jesse, the World’s Stupidest Boy. “His bedroom,” she said, leaving off “you idiot” but clearly thinking it.

“Frédéric lives there?” Jesse and Markie said at the same time.

“Mais oui,” Lola said. “Where else would he live?”

Jesse lifted his hands in a “Where do I begin?” way.

But he stopped himself before he blurted out his list of alternatives, and he angled his chin to one side, considering. Then he let his hands fall to his lap and bent back to his homework. Not, Markie assumed, because he had decided it wasn’t worth the effort to school an eight-year-old on the many living-arrangement options available to an adult man. But, because, after reflection, he had reached the same conclusion his mother had come to: Lola was right. Where else would Frédéric live if not at Mrs. Saint’s?

“Don’t forget Monopoly tonight,” Lola said. “Since I got those two math pages done without, you know . . .”

“Whining?” Jesse said, not looking up from his homework.

Lola kicked him under the table. “Monopoly,” she said. “You promised.”

If she did a good job with her homework after school and then colored quietly while he did his assignments, he let her choose a board game to play for fifteen minutes or so before her bath time. The two of them had traipsed down to the basement at first, choosing a game from one of the packing boxes, bringing it upstairs to play, and returning it to its box downstairs. Markie felt like she was reliving his childhood as they made their way from Sorry! and Connect Four to mancala and Apples to Apples and Clue Junior.

They had moved on to Monopoly a few nights earlier, and Jesse had told Lola that if she could grasp that one, they would pull out Settlers of Cataan next. The prospect of being promoted to such a “big kid game” had thrilled Lola, and she had been attacking Monopoly with a quiet ferocity, determined to earn her prize. They had tired of fetching and replacing one game at a time from the basement, and after about a week, Jesse carried up all three of their boxes of games and puzzles, plonking them down in a corner of the family room. After that, they decided it was a pain to have to dig through the boxes, so they stacked them, open side out, against the wall, and then they restacked the games into neat piles inside for easier viewing and access. It was a far cry from the walnut built-ins in their old house.

“Not bad, right?” Jesse had said one night as he and Markie regarded the makeshift shelving unit after Lola went to bed. “I thought it was going to really suck, but it doesn’t. I mean, it’s not perfect, but it’s, like, good enough.” At first she thought he was only remarking on the practicality of what he had done with the games. But he put an arm around her, pulled her close, and tipped his head sideways until it rested on hers, and suddenly she had the feeling he wasn’t commenting on the way he had arranged the games.

He was telling her he didn’t need walnut built-ins. Or cathedral ceilings. Or his private school. He was telling her he didn’t blame her anymore.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Patty had been getting to the bungalow later and later: one, one thirty, two, two thirty. She was apologetic each time, but Markie had been waving her off, partly because at that hour she was too tired to engage in discussion, and partly because it wasn’t like having the entire household woken at two a.m. was appreciably different from having it happen at one thirty. She had yet to figure out how to get Lola downstairs from the guest room and out the door without Angel rousing, barking, and waking Jesse.

“I’m really sorry,” Patty said as Markie opened the door at three fifteen one night. Taking a whimpering Lola in her arms, she said, “I really wanted to turn down the . . . overtime. But I can’t afford it. Carol’s back to her old tricks again.”

“Oh, right,” Markie said, as though she had any idea what Patty meant or the energy to be curious about it.

She intended to wave good night and shut the door, as she always did, but Patty didn’t move from the doorway, and Markie saw Patty’s lips part as though she had more to say. Markie was too tired to hear more, but she didn’t let on. The woman in her doorway was the sole reason she was still pulling off her work-from-home position. Patty had been taking Angel for such long walks every morning that the dog snored in her crate for the rest of the day while Markie tore through file after file. Her last file-swap session downtown had gone as well as she could have hoped; instead of accosting her in the hallway and insisting they “interface,” Gregory had merely waved from someone’s cube and called out, “Nice to see you back on track!”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Markie asked. “About your mom, I mean?”

She leaned on the open door and tried to keep her eyes open. It wasn’t exactly active listening, but it was the best she could do.

“Nothing much to discuss,” Patty said. “She’s an addict.”

Her directness woke Markie on the spot. “She spends her Social Security check before she even collects it,” Patty said. “And then she takes out loans from the wrong kinds of people and gives my name when they try to collect. Carol’s sometimes got herself under control, but she goes through these rough patches now and then, and she’s in one now.”

Markie tried to think of how to respond. How did Carol sleep at night, she wondered, knowing her daughter was working extra shifts to cover her debts?

“I’m really sorry,” she said. And I will never complain about Lydia again.

“Anyway,” Patty said, “I just wanted you to know I’m not showing up late because I’m inconsiderate. If you want to stop our . . . deal because of this, I’ll understand. I feel terrible, getting you all up so late.”

“It’s fine,” Markie said.

A few nights later, Patty arrived close to four a.m. Lola held her arms out, ready for her mother to lift her, but Patty didn’t pick her up, and instead, she asked Markie if Lola could stay in the house while Patty slept in her car in the driveway.

“What?” Markie asked. “Why? Are you . . . is there some reason you can’t drive?”

“I can drive fine. I just can’t get into my apartment. Carol and I got into it about something before I left tonight, and she took my keys and locked me out.”

“How did you start the car?”

“Oh, I keep spares hidden. This is one of Carol’s favorite tricks. But I forgot to put the extra apartment key back last time I needed to use it.”

“Just come in,” Markie said. “You can sleep with Lola or on the couch. You’re not sleeping in your car.”

“I’ve done it a million times. Lola, too.”

“Not on my watch,” Markie said, motioning her in. “Couch or Lola’s room? Guest room, I mean.”

“I’ll sleep with her,” Patty said. “So if she wakes up and freaks out, I’ll be there.”

[image: image]

Far from being upset about waking in the bungalow, Lola skipped into the kitchen in the morning as though she had been starting every day there for years. She said good morning to Markie, who was at the counter with a cup of coffee, and trotted to the card table in the family room to sort through her stack of coloring pages. She held one out to Markie and clutched the others in her fist as she made her way to the door.

“Can you tell Jesse I’ll see him next door for school pickup?” she asked, sliding one foot into a shoe.

“You can eat breakfast here if you want, you know,” Markie said. “We have cereal and toast. And I think there are frozen waffles.”

Lola slid her other shoe on. “Ronda’s making oatmeal,” she said. “She always makes it for me when it’s cold out.”

“Oh,” Markie said, “is oatmeal your favorite?”

Lola ran back to the counter, leaned close to Markie, and whispered, “Not when Ronda makes it!” Giggling, she raced back to the door to let herself out. “See you after school,” she said, tossing Markie a smile and a wave before she disappeared the same way she had arrived, as though she had been doing it forever.





Chapter Thirty

Lydia couldn’t comprehend why Markie didn’t want to go home for Thanksgiving.

“We are home,” Markie said, and Lydia laughed as though her daughter had said something ridiculous.

“You always spend Thanksgiving with us. And what about Jesse?”

“He’s gotten used to a quiet house,” Markie said. “He’ll be fine.”

“But your father. Have you ever even cooked a turkey?”

“I’m forty-five years old, Mother. Anyway, there’s the dog this year, and Jesse has this project he’s working on, and . . .”

She looked around the house for more excuses. Water leak, small electrical fire, hole in the roof—any of these would be welcome. If Lydia had called a week earlier, Markie could have milked her sprained ankle and crutches, but a few days before her mother reached out, the doctor had finally declared Markie healed enough to drop the sticks and start putting weight on her leg. She now wore a walking boot and was getting along quite well. And she remained unwilling to lie to her mother. She steered clear of the direct route—telling Lydia she couldn’t take a long weekend of passive-aggressive digs from her about the life choices she should have made or lectures from her father on money management and career advancement. Not to mention the McLarens and the Wilsons and the other friends who would parade through the front door all weekend for her parents’ annual Thanksgiving open house. Ice tinkling in glasses, voices getting louder and tongues looser as Clayton kept the drinks flowing and they all went through the predictable comparison of the successes and failures of their children and grandchildren. It had been difficult enough when Markie was on the success list.

Lydia wouldn’t appreciate that kind of frankness, but not because it would hurt her feelings to learn Markie didn’t like their group of friends. She was Teflon, Markie’s mother; insults slid right off her, and before they hit the floor, they morphed into cutting remarks designed to let Markie know that any problem she had with her parents’ friends was actually a problem of her own. If she couldn’t get along with the McLarens or the Wilsons, well, then, cue the long sigh as Lydia struggled to accept the fact that despite all they had done for her, Markie was simply not the daughter they had hoped for. As for Markie not liking how her parents spoke to her, Lydia wouldn’t even hear that part, having long trained her inner ear not to detect any noise approximating criticism directed at her or Clayton.

“But I thought we’d invite Kyle,” Lydia said.

“You used to ask me not to bring him home for Thanksgiving! Now we’re divorced and suddenly you want him there?”

Lydia sniffed. “I just think a nice family holiday would make the two of you see what you’ve given up.”

“We’re not getting back together, Mom.”

Until recently, she would have added that they were barely speaking. But that was no longer the case, as these days they were interacting quite nicely. Markie didn’t think this was the time to tell her mother, though. Lydia would only use it as an opening to push harder for their reconciliation, and Markie was never going to reunite with Kyle, even if the sight of him at the bungalow’s side door now made her smile rather than scowl.

A few days after their talk in the coffee shop, and after a number of imploring texts and phone calls from Markie, Kyle had finally agreed to come over to visit Jesse. By then, she had given some thought to his situation, and she’d had a lightbulb moment when her father mentioned over Skype how handy Kyle was. When he arrived, she greeted him with a welcoming smile and a list of repairs he and Jesse could work on: replace the broken window in the garage, change the filter on the furnace, fix the leaking hot water faucet in the upstairs bathroom. “Frédéric said he’d be happy to lend you his tools,” she told him.

While Markie reviewed files on the patio that afternoon, she could hear the sounds of wood being sawed, nails being hammered, and a father and son talking and, from time to time, laughing. When she asked Kyle about it on the phone later, he told her he had never had an easier time relating to his son as he did that day, when their hands were full of tools and their attention was on a broken window frame or a loose pipe. “Sure beats staring at each other in my matchbox of a living room,” he said.

He agreed to return the following week, and although he flaked out at the last minute, he made a point to ask for a rain check, something he had never done before. When the new date arrived, he was at the bungalow door at the scheduled time, his own toolbox in hand, with a list of his own. “I noticed a few other things when I was here last,” he said.

“Terrific!” Markie said, turning to the basement door to call Jesse.

“Wait,” Kyle said. “Before you get him up here.” Markie spun around to face him. “I just want to say that I know it’s not enough,” he said, gesturing to the piece of paper in his hand. She could see his jaw muscle flexing as he struggled, either to find his next words or with the memory of what he had done. Without turning, she called to Jesse.

“He’s here?” the boy yelled back, his excitement palpable.

Markie smiled at Kyle and said, “But it’s a good start.”

“We’ll buy the plane tickets,” Lydia said now, unwilling to drop the matter. “For Kyle, too.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“Would you rather drive? It’s such a long way.”

“I’ve got to go, Mom.”

“What a shame for Jesse to lose his traditions along with his family,” Lydia said, in lieu of goodbye.

That night, instead of waking Lola when Patty knocked, Markie let the girl sleep and hurried down to answer the door before Angel woke. “I thought you might want to stay over again, in case Carol took the key, or—”

Patty grinned. “Outsmarted her. Made a few copies and hid them in the car. She can try to keep us out, but it’s not going to work.”

“Do you really want to go through all that?” Markie asked. “Because you could stay here instead. Lola could sleep the whole night, and you wouldn’t have to deal with your mother. Would be a lot easier, right?” She took a step back and gestured for Patty to come inside.

Patty didn’t move. “I don’t want to put you out just because I’ve got a difficult mother.”

“Believe me, you’re not the only one.”

“Yeah,” Patty said with a laugh, “I’m sure your mom’s always getting faded and stealing your money and hiding your keys.”

“The details might be different, but the difficulty is pretty much the same.” Markie took another step away from the door, clearing the way for Patty to come in.

“Well,” Patty said tentatively, still not moving, “it was kind of nice having a shower with actual water pressure that morning I was here. It trickles out at our place, and if the neighbor beats me to it, it’s cold by the time I get in.”

“Lola and I just put clean towels in the bathroom tonight,” Markie said.

“That’s good you’re putting her to work.”

“I didn’t intend to. She insisted. She’s apparently fascinated by the washer and dryer.”

“She’s fascinated by a lot of things over here,” Patty said. “I’d hate for her to get too comfortable. Count on staying all the time.” But she took a step inside, closing the door behind her.

The next morning, Markie was refilling her coffee mug when Patty, back from walking the dog and finished with her shower, came downstairs.

“You want a cup?” Markie asked.

“Mrs. Saint’ll have my head for drinking coffee with you over here instead of dragging you to her place,” Patty said.

“I won’t tell if you don’t.”

“I’m not really the drag-someone-somewhere type, anyway,” Patty said. “I’m more of the live-and-let-live mentality. And you’re the drink-your-coffee-alone type, I happen to know. So you do that, and I’ll go next door and yuk it up with the others.”

“No,” Markie said, “really. Stay and have a cup. An entire group I’m not keen on, but if it’s just one person . . .”

Which wasn’t completely true. There wasn’t anyone she was eager to have coffee with, even if it were only the two of them. Except for Patty. The conversations they’d had lately—when Patty stayed over, or when she came to get Angel for her walk—had made Markie see that there was something different about her. Patty had an easiness, a certain level of self-acceptance, that most people, in Markie’s experience, didn’t have, even though plenty pretended they did. Patty wasn’t embarrassed or apologetic about her crazy addict of a mother or the conditions under which she was raising her daughter.

And she seemed equally nonjudgmental about other people. She spoke only respectfully about Mrs. Saint, Ronda, Bruce, and Frédéric, despite their peculiarities, and she had never given the impression she thought Markie was odd because of her hermitlike existence or her refusal to accept help from, or socialize with, the people on the other side of the fence. Anyone could say something pithy like “Live and let live,” but as far as Markie was concerned, Patty was the only person she had ever met who actually meant it. It made being around her feel so freeing and uncomplicated that Markie had noticed their visits getting longer and longer only because the clock told her so and not because she found herself feeling anxious and claustrophobic the way she did when conversations with other people started dragging on.

Being around her had even made Markie lighten up on herself a little. Patty didn’t look sideways at Markie’s faded, tight yoga pants or her messy ponytail or her freezer piled with frozen pizzas, so Markie didn’t frown at herself in the mirror as often or gulp with guilt at the contents of her grocery cart. It was such a change from her old life and the censorious gazes of Lydia and the Mothers’ Club—looks that had caused Markie to spend years doubting her outfits, her hairstyles, her entire being. It made her cringe to think she had aimed the same stare of condemnation at other women, both at Saint Mark’s and in her fancy neighborhood. She wished she had met Patty years ago. She’d have been a happier person with Patty in her life. And a better one.





Chapter Thirty-One

Perspective. A month earlier, the thought of spending an entire day shopping and cooking would have made Markie want to take a long nap. But the day before Thanksgiving, as she unloaded sweet potatoes and onions and flour and cranberries and oranges onto the kitchen counter, she felt positively giddy at the prospect of devoting the rest of her day to making sweet potato casserole, rolls, and cranberry sauce for the next day. Having escaped a weekend of blame and shame at her parents’ house, she felt lighter than air and filled with an energy she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

To everyone’s surprise, she had accepted Mrs. Saint’s invitation for Thanksgiving dinner. So had Frédéric—no shock there—along with Ronda and Bruce, which was also nothing new. But Patty’s and Lola’s presence would be a first. They had resumed spending nights in their own apartment, and things had been okay between Patty and her mother, but recently, Carol had started seeing a man who frightened Lola and made Patty feel she should count her spare change and inventory the contents of the medicine cabinet before she left each day. Carol insisted on having him over for the holiday, so Markie invited Patty and Lola to stay with her and Jesse for the long weekend.

Markie wasn’t a good enough cook to pull off an entire Thanksgiving meal on her own, but after her mother’s guilt trip, she couldn’t bear to allow Jesse—or Lola, for that matter—to spend the day in the bungalow eating sliced turkey on bagels when they all knew there would be an enormous holiday feast being served on the other side of the fence. So she had agreed to show up on the holiday with a few side dishes and the membership of her house. Even Angel was invited.

Markie was folding the grocery bags when Mrs. Saint knocked at the side door, then let herself in.

“I have brought recipes,” the older woman said, producing a thin stack of recipe cards from her coat pocket.

Instead of snapping back that she would follow her own cookbooks, Markie decided to negotiate a bit and trade her compliance for some information. Eyeing the cards the old woman held out but not taking them, Markie said, “Lola tells me Frédéric lives with you.”

“Of course he does,” Mrs. Saint said, in the same “duh” tone Lola had used when discussing the topic with Jesse.

Mrs. Saint stepped to the kitchen counter and sorted through her cards, searching. “So. For the sweet potato. I do not want marshmallows on top. You Americans are always looking for ways to take a perfectly acceptable vay-gay-tay-ble and turn it into a candy.” She curled her lip. “This will not do.”

She found the recipe she was after and set it on the counter. “Here. For the casserole. And . . .” She paused while she looked for another card. “Aha! Yes, here.” She set another card down. “For the rolls.”

Markie scanned the ingredients on the second card. “Yeast” was underlined twice and circled, and she imagined there had been some paperweight-like rolls served next door after Ronda forgot this key ingredient. She pushed the cards toward their owner.

“I find it odd that all this time you’ve never mentioned he actually lives there. Or where it is that he goes in the afternoons. You want all this information about me and Jesse, yet—”

“Ah,” Mrs. Saint said, smiling patiently as though Markie were a child struggling to comprehend the difference between a circle and a square. “But you are not asking about me. You are asking about Frédéric.”

“Oh, come on! You had no problem telling me things about Ronda and Bruce. And Patty.”

Still smiling tolerantly, Mrs. Saint placed a dry, cold palm on the back of Markie’s hand, letting it rest there. “Mais oui. But there is a difference between the kind of telling that will hurt a person and the kind that will not.”

Markie, finally, smiled back. “Yes, that’s true.”

“But I can tell you this about Frédéric,” Mrs. Saint said. “He does not live with me because he is not able to live by his own self or because he cannot afford. He came here for a very good job many years ago, and over this time, he saved much money. And, also, as you have known by now, he is most capable. He lives with me only because he wants me to be safe always. And he trusts this job to no other person.”

“Came here for a job?” Markie repeated. “You mean, from Canada? You told me you’ve known him for many years. Did he grow up there, too? Did you and Edouard move here first? Is that why Frédéric came, so he could be closer to the two of you?”

“About Canada,” Mrs. Saint said. “I want to tell you about this, too—”

The side door burst open then, and Patty rushed in, out of breath, Angel running ahead of her.

“And now I must go,” Mrs. Saint said. “We will talk of this another time.”

“Did you run?” Markie asked Patty when the older woman was gone.

“No,” Patty said, still panting. “I carried this.”

She pointed to something sitting outside, and before Markie could get to the door, Patty was through it, heaving a wooden bookcase inside. It was small and squat, with only three shelves, but from the way Patty was straining, Markie could tell it was made of solid wood.

“It needs a good wipe-down,” Patty said. “But it’s a great piece. Better than cardboard, wouldn’t you say?” She pointed to the kids’ makeshift game shelf in the corner. “I garbage-picked it. Curb retail, I call it. Why spend money when you can spend a little time and energy instead?”

Clearly pleased with herself, she trotted to the kitchen to dampen a paper towel, then returned to the shelves, running the towel over every inch. Before Markie could decide whether she wanted to furnish the bungalow with other people’s castoffs, she found herself helping a cheerful Patty push the new unit into place against the wall and transfer the games over. When they were finished, they stood back to admire the scene.

“Much better than cardboard!” Markie said, realizing, to her surprise, how little she actually cared about the origins of the thing.

Together, they carried the empty cardboard boxes back to the basement, and while they were down there, Patty noticed the corner where all of Markie’s artwork sat, still boxed up, waiting to be loaded onto the moving truck.

“You mind if I . . . ?” Patty asked, a hand on one of the boxes.

“Go ahead.”

“Whoa,” Patty said, lifting out a painting. “Mother and girl. Or Madonna, right? That’s what they call her? You don’t see that too often, do you? Isn’t she usually holding a boy?”

Markie smiled. “She’s always holding a boy. Can you believe that’s supposed to be one? The artist got carried away with the curls, I guess, and ended up with a very feminine-looking boy. That’s why I got it for such a good price, because it’s a reject. I was in this gallery looking for some things for the nursery after we learned Jesse’s gender, and that’s the first thing I saw. I bought it anyway, since it was marked down to almost nothing, and I thought, Why not? We might have a girl next. We didn’t, obviously, and I never hung that one. I didn’t get one for Jesse’s nursery, either. I ended up going with a Noah’s Ark theme and stopped looking for a proper Madonna. Anyway, the rest”—she swept her hand over all of the boxes marked ARTWORK—“were all hanging in our old house. That one’s lived in a box since the day I bought it. Kind of a shame, now that I think of it.”

Patty held the painting in both hands, extending her arms so she could admire it. “Reject or not, it’s beautiful. I love how the gold in the baby’s hair is the same as the gold in the frame. The whole thing is just so . . . hopeful, isn’t it? I don’t know if that’s the word, but it just kind of reaches out and grabs you and makes you stare at it.”

Markie nodded. It was what had drawn her to the painting—how joyful it was, not only in its color but in its mood. Since she had first laid eyes on the painting, she had thought of it anytime she heard the word radiant. She said the same to Patty.

“Radiant,” Patty repeated, still gazing at the painting. “Yeah, that’s the word for it. Not reject Madonna. Radiant Madonna.” She set it gently back in the box and gestured toward the rest of Markie’s collection of paintings. “This kind of thing—real art—you don’t run across in ‘curb retail’! And I’d never spend good money on things like this because Carol’d sell it all out from under me in a flash. Not that she’d appreciate the real value and ask enough for it.”

“Oh, none of it’s worth anything,” Markie said. “It’s all just cheap stuff I’ve collected over the years. I think the Madonna one was ten bucks.”

Patty lifted the picture out of the box again, gazed at it for a moment, and then put it back, patting its gold frame. “Well,” she said, turning to the next painting, “you’ve got some real nice things. Valuable or not.”

“Do you want to hang Radiant Madonna in your room?” Markie asked. She pointed upstairs to the second-floor guest room.

“Oh no, I couldn’t—”

“Really. I mean, if it doesn’t hang on the wall of a room shared by a mother and daughter, where else is it going to go?”

“Well, that’s a fair point.”

“I have picture hooks,” Markie said. “In that smaller box by your right foot. There, at the top, in that envelope. And there’s a little hammer in there, too.”

“Organized,” Patty said.

“Sometimes,” Markie said. “Not lately. Hence all the artwork still in boxes in the basement.”

She refrained from adding that Frédéric had been willing to hang it all months ago and she wouldn’t let him. And then she thought, What the hell? It was Patty she was talking to.

“Actually,” she said, “lack of organization isn’t the reason it’s all still down here. Frédéric was all set to cover the walls the day we moved in. But I didn’t feel like . . . I don’t know, committing.”

“To the bungalow?”

“To anything,” Markie said. “Including myself.”

“Yeah,” Patty said. “I got that feeling from you.”

Markie reached a hand up to touch her hair.

“I didn’t mean outward stuff,” Patty said, making a face as if to say, Who cares about that kind of thing? “I just meant sometimes you seem . . . not entirely here.” Markie bit her lip, and Patty quickly added, “Look, you’re not the first person who’s wanted to check out of your life for a while, you know. And as far as I can tell, you’ve picked about the least bad way to do it.

“Believe me. I live with someone who’s chosen some pretty dangerous ways to disappear from what she doesn’t like. And not just dangerous. Expensive. Not to mention illegal. If the worst you’ve done is hole up on your own rather than throwing parties on the patio and inviting the entire neighborhood over, or kept your paintings all boxed up in the basement instead of decorating the place with them . . .”

“That’s not the worst I’ve done.”

Patty put a hand on her hip. “Oh, really? So what, then? You get stoned and let your grandbaby crawl out of the apartment? You fight with your dealer and have him push you down the stairs so you end up in the ER? Steal money from your kid? Get arrested?”

“Nothing that bad.”

“Then there’s no reason for you to stand there looking like you’re sorry. There’s nothing worth apologizing for. To me, to yourself, or to anyone else.” Patty locked eyes with Markie and added, “Including that boy of yours.”

Markie had made some assumptions about Patty long before they had ever spoken, the kinds of things one (or at least, one from the Saint Mark’s circle) concludes about a woman who wears skintight jeans and low-cut blouses, who smokes a pack a day and lets other people raise her child. One of those assumptions was that when Patty spoke, all that would come out of her mouth was poor grammar and a cigarette-induced rasp, possibly a string of expletives. Nothing, certainly, of real substance.

She had been right about the hoarseness and the grammar. Wrong about the swearing, and so, so wrong about the lack of substance. And she knew, suddenly, with absolute certainty, that Patty knew this. That she knew how she had been judged in Markie’s eyes, knew that women like Markie expected nothing of value from her. That she had figured out long ago what the assumptions were behind the looks she got, and what names were being used behind her back.

“God,” Markie said, “I’ve been so—”

But Patty shook her head. “You heard me. Nothing worth apologizing for.” She reached into the small box for the packet of picture-hanging nails and the hammer, tucked the Radiant Madonna under her arm, and headed for the basement stairs. “It’s not how we got here,” she said as she went. “Or even that we are here. It’s where we go from here.”

A few minutes later, Markie stood smiling contentedly at the kitchen counter, alternately mixing ingredients for the casserole and wiping tears from her eyes as the tap tap tap of the little hammer sounded from the floor above.





Chapter Thirty-Two

Markie reached for the cooking oil to discover she was out, so she called upstairs to tell Patty she was going to the store. It wasn’t until she reached the parking lot that she realized it was midday and she wasn’t feeling self-conscious about being out in plain view. She even felt prepared to trade pleasantries with the cashier! She watched her reflection in the front window of the store and swore she could see a bounce in her step, even with the walking boot.

And she didn’t look half bad, either, since she had put her hair up into a tidy bun before she left instead of leaving it in her usual haphazard ponytail. The sweatshirt she wore wasn’t torn or stained or two sizes too big. Her socks matched. She had even put on earrings. And her grocery list—cooking oil, yeast, and paprika, plus extra toilet paper and toothpaste for her houseguests, a bottle of Lola’s favorite bubble bath, and a new box of crayons—made her feel like she had plans, a life. Her usual list made her feel like a shut-in.

For the first time in half a year, she allowed herself to meander through the entire store rather than scurrying into the freezer aisle and out again before anyone noticed her. In the baking aisle, she found the oil and spices she needed, then added pancake mix to her cart along with ingredients to make muffins and cookies. In the household section, along with the basic toiletries for the upstairs bathroom, she found little soaps for the sink, a matching set of hand towels, and a candle.

She bought a cactus for the kitchen windowsill, too, and two packages of magnetized letters for the fridge. They could serve double duty: spelling practice for Lola and a means to hold up any new coloring pages the girl gifted to Jesse and Markie. In the produce section, she chose a carton of strawberries to go with their pancakes and added some oranges and grapefruits, thinking Lola might find it fun to squeeze them into fresh juice.

Picturing Lola standing on a chair at the kitchen counter making juice brought to mind all the times Markie had begged her mother to let her help in the kitchen. But Lydia didn’t want her counters or her child to end up covered in flour, and Clayton didn’t like the idea of “greasy little fingers” all over his bread dough. Markie added a child-size rolling pin to her cart, then added a larger one in case Jesse wanted to help, too. He wouldn’t want to dress the part, of course, but she found small pink oven mitts and a matching apron for the eight-year-old who would. She estimated her cart total in her head and decided she could afford to splurge on one more small thing, either cookie cutters or autumn-themed muffin cups. Then she pictured Lola’s face and decided to buy both.

At home, she met Jesse and Lola, who were on their way back from Mrs. Saint’s, and they all walked in together, Markie stooping to set the grocery bags on the floor. Patty jogged into the kitchen to greet them, Angel trailing her.

“Check it out,” she said. “I made a few . . . changes.”

“Whoa!” Jesse said.

It was an overreaction for a set of garbage-picked shelves, Markie thought, but when she lifted her eyes, she saw he was reacting to something else. Patty had hung a quarter of the art collection in the family room, and the once-empty walls were now crowded with color and texture as giant oils elbowed their way against small photo prints, and ornate gilt-edged frames cozied up to ones made of rustic wood or black lacquer.

“Wow!” Markie said.

She had always been a minimalist decorator, following the example of her mother in erring on the side of too many large swaths of empty space rather than overcrowding. She had also always complied with Lydia’s imperative that one mustn’t assault the senses by mixing too many patterns or colors or textures in the same small area. In Markie’s old house, just as at Lydia and Clayton’s, all of the black-framed pictures occupied one wall, with the brown, wood-framed pieces warranting their own separate section, while the gilt-edged ones took up occupancy far away, to prevent cross-visualization.

“Busy is never a good thing when it comes to decorating,” Lydia liked to say. “Simple is always better.”

Patty had followed none of Lydia’s rules. Her artistic vision was a study in diversity, busyness, and complication.

“What do you think?” Patty asked.

“Whoa,” Jesse said again. “It looks as though someone actually, like, lives here now.” Quickly, he turned to his mother, adding, “I mean . . . I didn’t mean . . . I only meant . . .”

Markie laughed. “I get it. And you’re right. It does feel like that.”

“I love it!” Lola said, moving slowly around the room to examine each piece. “I never saw so many arts in one room in all my life! Where’d you get it all?”

“It’s all Markie’s,” Patty said. “It’s been in the basement.”

Lola spun to face Markie, her mouth an accusatory O. Markie felt pathetic.

“They just moved in, remember,” Patty said, and Lola’s lips closed into a forgiving smile as she went back to her slow tour of the art.

“I don’t remember the shelves,” Jesse said.

“Acquired today,” Patty said. “By me and Angel.”

“From . . . ?” he asked.

“Someone’s curb,” Patty said.

“Nice,” Jesse told her, and Lola echoed him.

“You like it?” Patty asked. “Not everyone wants secondhand stuff.”

Markie felt her cheeks flush and wondered if something in her expression had given her away earlier, when Patty had first arrived with the shelves. Or was it that Jesse had come off as a spoiled rich kid? He did that from time to time, and Patty would definitely pick up on it.

“Why not? Way cheaper,” Jesse said, saving himself and, Markie hoped, his mother.

“And way more interesting,” Patty said, holding up her right hand to show off an old-looking silver ring she wore. “I love old, quirky things.”

“Hey!” Jesse crossed the room to her in a single stride, reaching for her finger. “That’s the one I found behind Mrs. Saint’s garage! She gave it to you? I thought it was in her special suitcase where she keeps all her important things.”

“She told me it was her Edouard’s mother’s,” Patty said, holding her hand out, fingers straight, so they could all admire it. “She said she wanted me to have it. It’s from ‘ta famille,’ she told me, so I should wear it. I’m not really sure what that means”—she turned her hand and admired the ring herself—“but you can bet I thanked her anyway and took it!”

Later, when the kids had raced outside with Angel, Patty showed Markie the ring again. “I wonder why she gave it to me. Maybe she senses she’s . . . slipping. She won’t say what they told her when she spent the night in the hospital. If Frédéric knows, he’s not talking, either.”

She stared at her hand, her chin twitching, and Markie was surprised to find herself overcome by emotion as well at the thought of losing the old woman. Four months ago, she would have paid for someone to swoop in and remove Mrs. Saint from the property next door. Her and all of her “Defectives.”

They were quiet for a while, until Markie finally said, “Thanks so much for hanging the art. It makes the room feel so much warmer.”

Patty smiled. “Wait’ll you see the rest.”

She turned toward the archway leading to the living/dining room. Markie couldn’t believe it: Patty had hung the rest of the collection, filling the walls of every room and hallway, all in the same crazy mixed-up arrangement she had used in the family room, with professionally matted Matisse reproductions next to art projects Jesse had brought home in kindergarten, framed with Popsicle sticks.

As for the effort of hanging all of the pieces only to have to pack them all back up again in a few months, so what? It wasn’t Markie’s efforts that had gotten them onto the walls. And although she had already mentally rehearsed her “No, thank you” for when Mrs. Saint offered to send Frédéric and Bruce over in February to pack up the bungalow, she was starting to think, as she followed Patty around and heard her chatter excitedly about why she had put this painting here, that sketch there, that Patty might enjoy packing them all back up again later.

Maybe she would even want to come to the new place and rehang them. As payment, Markie decided, she would give Patty the Radiant Madonna. If Carol sold it, so what? At least Patty would enjoy it before then. And maybe she could hang it somewhere in Mrs. Saint’s house to keep it safe from her mother.

“I ran out of nails,” Patty told Markie once they were back in the kitchen, “so there’s some stuff still in a box downstairs. I’ve seen people prop frames up against the wall instead of hanging them, but I didn’t know what you’d think about that.”

“What do you think about it?” Markie asked.

“I think we should go for it.”

“Then let’s. But first I need to put all this stuff away.”

They hoisted the grocery bags onto the counter, and Markie reached into one and produced the little pink baking mitts. “You think Lola will want to help me bake a few things?”

Patty eyed the mitts and grinned. “I think your eardrums are going to hurt for a long time after she squeals about those. And the chance to help in the kitchen. Can’t say she ever gets to do that at my place. I didn’t grow up like that.”

“Me neither,” Markie said.

“But that’s not stopping you,” Patty said. She thought for a moment before she spoke again. “I feel like I could learn something from you. How to break the cycle. How to not treat her like I was treated so she doesn’t go on to raise her kids the same crummy way.” She ran a finger over the stitching on one of the oven mitts. “I tell myself it’s fine if I’m not with her all the time, not really paying that careful of attention. Carol left me alone more than I do Lola, and I turned out okay.

“But I can’t look you in the eyes and say I wasn’t lonely when I was a kid. Scared, too, sometimes. I can’t tell you I didn’t wish for a mom who did things like this, someone who bought me oven mitts and cookie cutters and let me help her roll out dough and mix muffins. I mean, sometimes, I think . . .” Patty’s eyelids fluttered closed briefly, then opened. “Maybe this’ll sound kind of dramatic. But sometimes I think I didn’t really have much of a childhood.”

“Not so dramatic,” Markie said. “I’ve had that thought about myself, and I had it a lot easier than you.”

Patty smiled gratefully. “I get these . . . twinges. This feeling I should do more than I’m doing to make sure Lola gets to be a kid. I think I could be better. A better mom, I mean. Different from Carol. But anytime I try to think of how, I never seem to come up with anything.

“I’m not one for reading out loud or helping with homework or playing those crazy made-up games she always wants to play. I’ll never be that kind of mom.” She gestured to the baking supplies. “I wouldn’t have ever thought of something like this. Of asking her to make stuff in the kitchen with me.”

Markie held out the baking mitts, apron, and rolling pin. “Why don’t you ask her now?”

“Oh no,” Patty said, stepping back. “This was your idea. And you paid.”

Markie touched a hand to Patty’s. “And you made this place look, in the words of my son, ‘as though someone actually, like, lives here.’” She pointed to the sink full of sweet potatoes and the stack of recipe cards Mrs. Saint had left. “I don’t have time for it anyway, to be honest. I need to tackle the sides for Thanksgiving dinner or there’ll be a tiny Frenchwoman to answer to. Why don’t I do that, and you two can bake all this stuff I bought for us to eat this weekend?”

“Oh, about that,” Patty said. “Carol told me she’d have what’s-his-name out by tomorrow after dinner if me and Lola want to come back to the apartment then.”

“Do you?” Markie asked.

“Not really. But it’s not up to me. This is your house, and I figured you might—”

Markie thrust the armful of baking gear toward Patty again, interrupting her. “Then you’d better grab your assistant and get to work. Because if we don’t get all this food made, we’ll have nothing to eat all weekend once we run out of Thanksgiving leftovers.”





Chapter Thirty-Three

Frédéric seemed agitated, and at first Markie thought it was because of the extra guests. Maybe he resented the intrusion on the intimate holiday meal he had been used to sharing with Mrs. Saint, Bruce, and Ronda for however many years. But then she realized the moments he seemed most calm were when he was talking to Jesse about the war or looking with Lola at the new coloring pages she had brought over, so she discarded her initial theory and studied him longer.

When he cast three nervous glances at Mrs. Saint in the span of a single minute, she realized it wasn’t the four intruders from across the fence who were setting him on edge, but the woman who lived there. They weren’t in the middle of a spat, she didn’t think; Mrs. Saint had smiled at him like Markie had never seen her do, and she had thanked him warmly for doing little things like putting another log on the fire and calming Ronda down when she thought she had ruined the gravy.

Markie wanted to ask Patty if she noticed it, too, but the young woman was rushing back and forth from the kitchen to the dining room, trying to both set the table and provide moral support to Ronda, all while embroiled in some discussion with Lola, who was attempting to help with the place settings. The turkey was almost done resting, Ronda had announced, and they were due to sit down soon. Markie didn’t want to interfere with the last few minutes of preparation, and they had declined her offers to pitch in, so she stood quietly in a corner of the dining room and observed.

The closer they were to sitting, the more agitated Frédéric became, and when the doorbell rang, most of them were startled—they weren’t expecting anyone else—but Frédéric practically jumped out of his skin. Bruce moved toward the door, but the older man held up a hand to stop him.

“Angeline!” he said, his face the picture of dread. “Let us answer, you and me. Alone.”

They all loved and respected Frédéric, but after that display, there was no way the rest of them were staying put and missing out on whatever scene was about to play out at the front door. Frédéric, sensing they were all primed to follow, scanned their faces pleadingly, and Markie guessed he was about to beg them not to come. She started to turn back to the kitchen and herd the others with her, but before Frédéric could speak, the doorbell rang again.

Frédéric shrugged. “Maybe the extra people will help, actually,” he said to the air above their heads, and turning, he headed for the door, Mrs. Saint by his side.

Everyone scurried after them and stood waiting a few feet behind, their eyes trained on the door, and when Frédéric finally pulled it wide enough to reveal the person on the other side, they sucked in a collective astonished breath. There on the doorstep was an exact replica of Mrs. Saint.

“Simone!” Markie whispered, and from somewhere behind her she heard Jesse’s voice whisper the same thing.

“Simone,” Frédéric said, bowing low. His voice, like Markie’s and her son’s, was whisper-quiet.

He stepped backward and extended an arm for her to come inside while he reached for Mrs. Saint with his other hand. Markie didn’t have to wonder long whether he was reaching out to comfort her or to keep her at his side, because before Simone took a single step across the threshold, Mrs. Saint turned on her heel and stomped away, through the living room and down a hallway that, Markie guessed, held the bedrooms. Seconds later, a door slammed.

Like spectators at a tennis match, everyone had turned to watch Mrs. Saint march away, and now they all turned back to Simone, who was unbuttoning her coat. When she removed it, along with her gloves and purse, and handed them to a waiting Frédéric, they all took in another collective inhale. It wasn’t the fact that she and Mrs. Saint were obviously twins that took their breath away. Wrinkle patterns and hair color (theirs were identical) weren’t within a person’s control.

It was the fact that everything else about her, all the elements of her appearance that she had power over—clothes, jewelry, shoes, purse, the way she carried herself—were the same as well. The sisters had been apart for who knew how long. Years, Markie guessed. Decades, even. Yet from outward appearances, they might as well have been living in the same house.

“Simone,” Frédéric said again, and this time his voice was a little louder.

He handed her things to Bruce, then stood awkwardly, his arms partly extended toward her as though he wasn’t sure if he should touch her. She regarded his uncertain arms and took one small step toward him. He closed the distance and they embraced, and the length of their hug confirmed Markie’s estimate that it had been decades, indeed, not mere years, since the sisters had seen each other.

When Frédéric finally released her, he was smiling, but Simone planted her feet wide, crossed her arms, and glared at him. His smile faded, and in an instant he was a little boy, standing in front of his mother, waiting to be chastised for breaking a vase. With a speed and force that resulted in a third collective intake of breath from the group, she slapped him hard across the face.

Frédéric raised a hand to his cheek reflexively, and Markie waited for him to exclaim, “What the hell?” To suggest that maybe Simone had already outstayed her welcome. Instead, amazingly, he nodded.

“You,” Simone said. “I am not sure what to call you.”

“Frédéric, if you please.”

As he said it, Frédéric gave a slight bow, as though he were asking her permission. Or for a favor.

Simone seemed to debate this in her mind, and he shifted uncomfortably, holding his breath. Finally, she gave a short nod and the same slight chin dip Markie had seen her sister perform countless times.

“Frédéric, then.”

Frédéric let his breath out in a long, relieved blast and inclined his head, a thank-you.





Chapter Thirty-Four

Mrs. Saint didn’t wait long to return to the group. With apologies to everyone for making them delay their meal, she invented a story about lost reading glasses and her inability to quickly locate them, then summoned everyone impatiently to the table. When they were seated, she introduced her sister without fanfare, as though she had been telling them for weeks that Simone would be joining them that night. Simone began to apologize for her sudden and unexpected entrance, but Mrs. Saint waved her off, saying there was no need to be sorry, there was plenty of food, and now it was time for Frédéric to say grace.

Simone was from New York, she told everyone, as they were passing heaping plates of turkey, mashed potatoes, green beans, rolls, sweet potato casserole, cranberry sauce, and stuffing around the table. She had two boys, and they each had two children, and the busyness of grandparenting had kept her from visiting Angeline. She didn’t look at her sister when she said this last bit, and Mrs. Saint busied herself spreading butter on a roll, pretending no disagreement with Simone’s explanation for why no one at the table, other than Frédéric, had ever seen her before. But try as they did, the twins could not hide the thick tension that had settled into the dining room, and not even Lola would believe that it was geographical distance and grandkids that had kept the sisters apart.

They ate fast, everyone refusing seconds and claiming no room even for dessert. They could have it tomorrow, Ronda suggested, and Bruce chimed in that pumpkin pie was always so much better the next day anyway. Frédéric told Ronda and Bruce to leave the kitchen to him, and in fewer than five minutes, the front door was closing behind the two of them as they walked together to the bus stop.

Over Lola’s protests, Patty said it was time for them to leave, too, and Markie and Jesse jumped up immediately, saying it wouldn’t be right to send their guests home without them. From the moment they all sat down to dinner until the moment Markie and the others were back inside the bungalow, not even thirty minutes had elapsed.
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Markie had every intention of avoiding her elderly neighbor for the rest of the weekend, leaving her to her own secrets. She was as curious as ever about Simone and why Mrs. Saint had denied her existence, but she knew what it was like to have something painful in her past and to want to hide it from others. After seeing Mrs. Saint’s face when she saw who was at the door, after watching her bristle at the sound of Simone’s voice, Markie had no plans to push in on the matter.

But on Friday morning, Mrs. Saint was at Markie’s door, holding out half a pie along with an assortment of other leftovers, all packaged into neatly labeled containers.

“And I brought all the leftover rolls for Lola,” she said. “She liked those best.”

Markie said thank you and put her hand on the door handle, ready to close it.

“I wanted to explain—” Mrs. Saint began.

“You don’t have to. I know what it’s like to have something painful—”

The old woman threw her head back as though Markie had said something hilarious, though no laughter came out. “Painful? Och, non. Annoyed, that is all. She comes after all these years? On a holiday! Who does this?”

“Is she still there?” Markie asked. She took a step backward and beckoned her neighbor in.

Mrs. Saint stepped inside, closing the door behind her, and scanned the family room and kitchen before setting her basket down.

“Oh, the dog’s not here,” Markie said. “Patty and the kids took her out for a walk.”

“Oui,” Mrs. Saint said, placing the basket on the floor by her feet, “she is still remaining. I tried to send her home, but her flight is going back tomorrow, and Frédéric tells me it will cost her much to change it. Anyway, she is staying mostly in the kitchen, teaching Ronda to make some things.

“So we do not have to be . . .” She crossed her middle finger over her pointer. “I have been reading in my room, so we have been more like . . .” She separated her fingers into a wide V. “Which is better.” She cleared her throat. “I know I lied about the picture,” she said. “I am sorry for this.”

“It’s fine,” Markie said. “We all have things we don’t feel like talking about. And this has been a tough few days for—”

“It is because she stole a boyfriend of mine, you see,” Mrs. Saint said. “It was many years ago, and perhaps you think me an old fool to still hang on. But he was very special to me. And not to her. And she has never apologized.”

“Why did she slap Frédéric?” Markie asked. “And why did she say she wasn’t sure what to call him?”

Mrs. Saint narrowed her eyes. “I was not aware about these things.” She considered for a moment and then said, “He has confronted her sometimes, about her behavior to me. She does not like this. I think this is why the slap. For the name, I suppose . . . maybe she had an intention of calling him something rude.”

“Did she say why she came?” Markie asked. “Did she finally apologize?”

“We have not spoken of it,” Mrs. Saint said. “But I know she wants my forgiveness. She is not well. And she is not wanting to die with this thing between us.”

“Will you forgive her?”

“Forgiveness is not mine to give,” Mrs. Saint said. “It belongs to God. And as to whether he will, she will have to wait and see.”

“But a lot of people forgive one another.”

“I do not believe in it.”

“The Catholic Church does, though, doesn’t it?”

“I am not the Catholic Church. And I think it is too easy to get forgiveness from a person.”





Chapter Thirty-Five

Markie woke in the middle of the night to the wailing of sirens and the flashing of red-and-white lights across the ceiling. She ran to the window that overlooked Mrs. Saint’s property, pulled the curtain aside, and gasped. “Oh my God! No!” Flames leaped from one corner of Mrs. Saint’s house, and torrents of thick, dark smoke billowed out of every window and all along the roof line.

Two fire trucks were parked along the curb, and another was screaming up behind them. A police car trailed closely behind the last truck, and instead of pulling in behind the others, it made a sweeping arc into the street and stopped, blocking the road to all other traffic. An ambulance sat in the driveway, its back doors thrown open. The lights on all five vehicles continued to flash, and the figures racing over the lawn and between the trucks were alternately illuminated in a red glow and then plunged into darkness, blurry shadows against the night sky.

Three thick shapes with oxygen tanks on their backs worked to pull a hose from a coil in the middle of one of the trucks while another, similarly clad, raced to the fire hydrant on the corner, a long wrench in his hand. Two others, wielding flashlights, jogged from the back of the ambulance to the front door, one carrying a bag. Down the street, house lights began to turn on, and Markie saw neighbors stumbling out of front doors and toward the blaze, pajama tops pulled up to cover their noses and mouths.

Markie raced down the stairs as fast as her walking boot would allow, ignoring her protesting left ankle, and without stopping to find a shoe for her right foot or pull a sweater over her thin pajamas, she tore out the side door and across the lawn. Behind her, she heard Angel’s muffled barking in the basement. The entire bungalow must be awake by now, with the noise and lights and commotion next door. She hoped Patty would think to keep Lola from looking out the window.

Outside, she was overwhelmed by every sense. The acrid smell of smoke choked her as she picked her way over the grass, arms extended for balance as she watched the ground carefully to be sure her walking boot didn’t catch on something and send her flying. She didn’t dare use a hand to cover her nose and mouth, for fear she would topple sideways.

The sirens had stopped whining, but the staccato lights continued, washing everything around her in a flash of red, then white, then darkness, over and over. Voices shouted from the front lawn, the driveway, and the road, and multiple radios or walkie-talkies crackled and hissed from different directions. A wall of heat pressed against her skin, and her eyes burned with smoke and with the tears that came as panic set in.

All her life she had heard sirens across town, seen fire trucks and ambulances race past her on the highway and through intersections, watched coverage of blazes on the TV news, but never had she been so close to one. And never had she known the victims. What if they hadn’t gotten out? What if the firemen didn’t know to check downstairs for Frédéric?

She made her way through the gate in the fence and was halfway across Mrs. Saint’s lawn, heading for the front of the house, when a white light arced across her. She looked up to see a police officer stepping out of the shadows, a flashlight in his hand.

“Whoa there,” he said. “Where’d you come from? Were you inside? Are you related to the homeowner?”

“I’m the neighbor,” Markie panted, thrusting a thumb behind her. “Is everyone okay? Did they get them all out? There were three people inside! One in the basement! I need to get to them!”

She tried to move past him, but he put up his hands, motioning for her to stop.

“Sorry, ma’am,” he said, “but we can’t have anyone on the scene until it’s been secured.” He pointed toward the fence. “I’ll need you to return to your home, please. This is an unsafe environment.”

“But I . . . I’m . . . more than just a neighbor! I’m . . .”

She wanted to say, “I’m like a daughter!” or “I’m a close friend!” But she realized the absurdity of both claims. For the entire time she had lived next door, she had tried not to be a friend to Mrs. Saint, not to be anything close to a family member.

“Just tell me if they got everyone out!” she said, craning her neck to see around him.

“I’m sorry. I can’t give out any information—”

“Well, run around to the front, at least, and make sure they’ve checked the basement!” she said, shooing him. “And the master bedroom, and the guest room!”

“My orders are to check the perimeter, ma’am, and—”

She pointed to the radio on his belt. “Then call them!”

“They’re very capable responders, ma’am. They know how to check a building, and they don’t take their time at it. Now, I need to ask you again to leave the premises and return to your home.”

“But where will they go once the fire’s out?” she asked. “They can’t stay in there! They should come to my place. Can you tell them I’m up and waiting for them? They’ll need you to walk them with your flashlight. They’re elderly, and the ground is uneven.”

“Ma’am,” he said, waving her toward her house, “please.”

“Can you do that? Bring them over?” She took a conciliatory step backward, hoping her obedience would garner this favor from him.

He pushed the air with both hands to get her to continue moving backward, and he didn’t answer.

“Can you at least come over?” she asked. “When you’re finished? To let me know everyone’s okay?” She continued backward, still craning her head to try to see around him. “I’ll put coffee on,” she added.

“Afraid I can’t do that, ma’am. You’ll have to wait and hear from the family.”

“But her only family member was inside the house with her!”

He stopped and took a pen and pad from his breast pocket. “And what’s the name of that person?”

“Simone. The woman who lives there is Angeline St. Denis, and her sister is Simone . . . I don’t know her last name. But if you’d go over and check to see if they’re all out, you could ask yourself, and then you could just wave to me to let me know they’re fine.” She gave him a last pleading look, but he was busy closing his notebook and didn’t notice.

He returned his pad and pen to his pocket, and with an expression that showed he was losing patience and she was pushing her luck, he pointed again to the wooden fence and kept pointing until she turned and retreated.

“I need to check the rest of the perimeter, ma’am,” she heard him say behind her. “Please don’t come over here again until you’ve seen all the trucks are gone and the environment has been rendered safe.”

He must have lifted his flashlight then, because a lighted pathway appeared from the fence to the bungalow’s side door, and it remained until she stepped inside. Peering out the window, she watched him turn and walk toward the garage, checking over his shoulder every few steps to ensure she didn’t come back out.

Inside, Jesse and Patty were standing at the kitchen window, trying to figure out where the fire might have started, what rooms it had reached, and whether Mrs. Saint, Simone, and Frédéric had been injured trying to get out. A frantic Angel, aware that all was not right, raced circles around the kitchen, barking. Lola had come downstairs—whether under her own power or in her mother’s arms, Markie wasn’t sure—but miraculously, the girl was sleeping through it all, huddled under her blankets on the family room couch.

Jesse wanted to stand on the corner across from Mrs. Saint’s and watch with the other neighbors from a better vantage point, but Markie was against it. There was a difference between concern and gawking, she told him. Plus, she didn’t know what he might witness. It would be wonderful if he got there in time to watch Mrs. Saint, Simone, and Frédéric all walking out under their own power. But what if he saw something else?

[image: image]

Two hours later, Bruce appeared at the door. Patty and Markie were on the couch, Lola snuggled beside her mother, and Jesse and Angel lay together on the area rug. Everyone but the still-sleeping Lola jumped up when Bruce knocked. He stepped inside but wouldn’t take the spot on the couch Markie offered or the chair Jesse fetched from the dining room. Angel tried to lick Bruce’s hands, but he held them high, out of her reach.

It was clear he wasn’t in the mood.

“Jesse,” Markie said, nodding to the dog.

Jesse grabbed the animal by her collar and pulled her to the middle of the rug, making her lie down. He sat on the floor beside the dog and looked up at Bruce expectantly. Markie and Patty, back on the couch now, did the same.

Bruce shifted from one foot to the other and cleared his throat. He removed his ball cap, something Markie had never seen him do before, and ran a hand over his head. Gripping the cap between the fingers of both hands, he bent his head down, and as he began to speak, he watched his fingers as they worked to rotate the cap in circles as though it were a rosary, the words he was uttering a prayer.

Frédéric had called him, he said. From the hospital. The older man had been short of breath around eleven the night before, and because Mrs. Saint was already in bed asleep, Simone had insisted on driving him to the ER. The doctors wanted to keep him a few hours for observation, and he told Simone to go home without him, but she insisted on waiting. She was nodding off in a plastic chair when Frédéric’s phone, which Simone had offered to hang on to for him, rang: it was the battalion chief from the fire scene, calling in search of Mrs. Saint’s next of kin. Frédéric’s was the only number she had set on speed dial.

Bruce looked up from his cap, and Markie had time to see his eyes welling up and to feel her chest go cold before he bent his head down again.

“We lost her,” he cried, his voice breaking, and when he lifted his eyes from his cap again, they were overflowing.

“What?” Patty cried, leaping to her feet again. “No! That can’t be right! It was only a house fire!”

It was a nonsensical thing to say, of course, but Markie, who stood and put her arms around the sobbing Patty and whispered, “It’s okay, it’s okay,” knew what she meant. It had been more horror than they could bear for a night, watching the house burn, seeing the clouds of smoke surround it, the flashing lights and the running shadows and the first responders taking over the property. They had assumed that would be the most terrible part because the alternative, that it could get so much worse, had been too dreadful to consider.

Markie felt Patty sag in her arms, too devastated to hold herself upright. Over Patty’s shoulder, Markie watched Bruce as he stood motionless—in shock, no doubt—staring blindly at his cap. What would they do now? To Patty, Bruce, and Ronda, Mrs. Saint was not only employer, mother figure, job coach, and sage, but the fiery ball of energy around which they orbited every day. It was unthinkable that she wouldn’t be there for them anymore. Markie felt a hard lump form in her throat as she imagined Bruce, Patty, and Ronda sitting on their own in their apartments in the morning, drinking coffee and trying to decide how to spend the hours, the days, the weeks, the months that stretched before them.

And as for Frédéric . . . Markie inhaled sharply as a jagged pain lodged in her chest at the thought of him trying to soldier through a single morning, let alone the rest of his life, without his beloved Angeline. She remembered how he had stood in the bungalow’s living room on move-in day, gazing like a puppy at Mrs. Saint as he explained so proudly that her accent, one he clearly adored, hadn’t been decimated like his. And later, how he had dropped the dog crate and run to her at the fence after seeing how emotional she was about watching Angel and Jesse together.

Mrs. Saint had let him comfort her that day, Markie remembered, and years earlier, she had even let him move into her basement because he wanted to protect her. And he had let her take care of him, too, drinking every drop of the water she forced upon him, “knocking off” for the day at her appointed hour of four. It may not have been the relationship Frédéric wanted, but it didn’t seem completely unrequited, at least. Maybe, with more time, he would have won her over entirely. The thought made Markie’s eyes sting, and she turned her head and pressed her thumb and forefinger against the bridge of her nose to keep her tears, waiting at the bottom edges of her eyes, from spilling over.

Lola, who had stirred at the sound of her mother’s reaction, was moving now, and Markie watched as Jesse took Patty’s place on the couch, letting the girl climb onto his lap and curl her body against his waist, her arms tight around him. He smoothed a hand from the top of her head to the middle of her back, then repeated the motion over and over until she drifted back to sleep. He stared vacantly, miserably, ahead, one hand on Lola’s sleeping back, his legs stretched out over the dog lying at his feet.

He had seen Mrs. Saint as a grandmother, the way Lola had, and she had treated him like a grandson. The bossiness and snoopiness that had annoyed Markie so much had merely amused Jesse, and Markie was aware that for all the old woman’s faults, she had also been wildly generous to him, starting with the furry creature who lay panting on the floor at his feet.

Jesse had begun hinting that maybe their neighbor was right, that they should extend their lease after all. He wasn’t ready to leave yet—not Lola, not Frédéric, and not Mrs. Saint.

Markie felt a tear slide down her cheek. She had told herself she couldn’t stand the woman’s pushiness, but the truth was, she had come to take that pushiness for granted, had come to expect the woman’s daily trips across the yard, the insistent rapping at the side door, the baskets of badly baked goods and store-bought replacements and totems. On days they didn’t happen, Markie noticed. She had told herself any day without an unannounced visit from the Frenchwoman was a reprieve, but now she wasn’t so sure she had meant it. Annoying or not, Mrs. Saint had provided texture to a life that had, because of Markie’s apathy, become flat.

Markie had only to look around the small family room to see what the woman had added to her daily existence: walls filled with art and the woman who had hung it all—a woman Markie held on to now, who was returning the embrace. The child, now folded around her son’s waist, who had reintroduced the family dinners and holiday decorations and board game nights Markie hadn’t realized her son still needed. The dog at Jesse’s feet, a royal pain, to be sure, but also responsible for bringing the boy’s laughter back, for providing him something to cling to during a time in his life when he most needed it. The man shifting uncomfortably inside her side door, clutching his hat, wishing he knew what to say and completely willing, Markie knew, to do anything in the world for each one of them.

More tears escaped as she watched Bruce twist his cap in his hands, trying to hold himself together, the look on his face one of sheer despondence. This was precisely what Mrs. Saint had worried about, Markie thought: that something would happen to her and the others would be lost. At the time, Markie had found the subject infuriating, since she was the solution her neighbor had decided upon, and she wanted nothing to do with it. She had batted off an idea about a job-training program, unaware if such a thing actually existed, and tried to change the subject.

Now she wished she had taken the old woman more seriously, for the sake of the people who had come to rely on her to direct their days, supply their meals, provide them with a purpose: Ronda, Bruce, Patty, Frédéric. And for Mrs. Saint’s sake, too. Pushy or not, the woman had cared enough to take them all in and worry about their futures, while Markie’s only concern had been to spare herself from involvement. More tears tracked down her cheeks as she now saw, too late, that Mrs. Saint had been more good than bad all along, and Markie had simply been too self-involved to recognize it.

Crying openly now, Markie hugged Patty tighter. The feeling of Patty’s thin frame against her own soft body made her feel like a giant, but when Patty realized she wasn’t the only one weeping, she adjusted her long, sinewy arms and held Markie tighter. Amazingly, Patty’s bony embrace, her gravelly smoker’s voice as she repeated the same “It’s okay, it’s okay” that Markie had whispered to her a moment ago, the now-familiar nicotine scent of her, brought more comfort to Markie than she remembered ever feeling in Kyle’s big, strong arms.

Bruce’s face collapsed at the sight of the tearful women, and he took a half step toward the pair, reaching his arm out, and then he froze.

“It’s okay,” Markie whispered again, her mouth near Patty’s ear but her eyes on Bruce. He stepped back to his original place, and she nodded to him and rubbed Patty’s back—the same big, firm circles Patty was making on hers. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

“Ronda’s on her way,” Bruce offered, as though the cook’s arrival would heal them all, and Markie gave him a grateful smile, letting him believe the news was the relief he intended it to be.





Chapter Thirty-Six

Ronda had arrived at the bungalow. It was almost noon, and Frédéric had called Bruce to say he and Simone would be there any moment.

“Imagine her allowing someone else to take him to the hospital!” Bruce whispered to Markie in the living room, where she was draping Ronda’s jacket over the spindle-leg love seat. That should have triggered something in Frédéric, Bruce said. Something should have fired in his head, warning him. If she wasn’t well enough to go with him, she wasn’t well enough to be left alone. He would never say as much to Frédéric, of course, he told her. “The guilt’s got to be eating him alive already.”

She had fallen asleep with a cigarette in her hand. Frédéric had let Bruce know this. She must have gotten up after Frédéric and Simone left. That itself wasn’t significant; she had risen in the middle of the night to smoke before. But always—always, Bruce repeated emphatically—she had sat in her armchair to smoke it, her ashtray balanced at her elbow. She was aware of the dangers of smoking in bed. The only explanation, he said, was that she had been feeling too sick to sit upright or to think straight.

Markie couldn’t imagine how Frédéric must feel. All those years, never leaving her alone for a night, and the one time he does, this? While he was gone with her estranged sister, no less? Not that a trip to the ER was a night on the town, but still. Would he torture himself forever, imagining her last thoughts, thinking about that fact that she was alone, and he and Simone were together?
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They were crowded into the family room. Lola, awake and weeping, was draped over Ronda’s legs on the couch, asking questions no one had answers to or energy for. Why didn’t she get out of the house? Who called the fire department? Why didn’t they get there faster? When would they be able to go back inside? Who would make sure the house got fixed the way she would want?

Jesse and Bruce sat in the wooden chairs they had carried in from the dining room. Markie made preposterous amounts of tea that no one drank and set out cookies no one ate. Patty paced, pausing every minute or so at the couch long enough to stroke Lola’s hair or rub Ronda’s heaving back and to repeat, without conviction, “It’ll be okay. Everything will be fine.”

They had managed to get the flames under control before the kitchen was destroyed, Ronda whispered to Markie after she had extricated herself from under Lola and made her way to the kitchen to help with the tea. But what consolation was that? It made her feel guilty, she said. Why would the kitchen be spared?
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Frédéric and Simone arrived, and Markie ordered food. She had run out of patience for dealing with Ronda, who lacked the energy to cook but felt it was her duty to do it, so she kept making listless offers to “rustle up some things” while whispering to Markie that she hoped there would be no takers.

“Not your responsibility anymore,” Markie told her. Stupidly. She had meant for it to be a nice thing, and only after Ronda burst into tears did Markie realize her mistake. What was Ronda to do now, if not cook for Mrs. Saint?

Frédéric stood near the door. Every few minutes he peered out the window, as though maybe the old Frenchwoman would be walking over just then and heading for the bungalow. He refused to sit, take a sip of tea, eat a cookie. He would have refused to breathe, Markie thought, if he weren’t too polite to put the others through more trauma.
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Simone was on the couch now, Ronda beside her. Lola lay with her head in Simone’s lap, her feet in Ronda’s, the cook rubbing the girl’s legs while Simone stroked her hair.

“Where will I do my homework?” Lola whispered to Markie when she brought her a glass of water.

“You’ll do it here,” Markie said.

“But she won’t be checking.”

“I’ll check.”

“Thanks,” Lola said, but Markie could see in the girl’s expression exactly what she was thinking: It won’t be the same.
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Patty motioned for Markie to follow her to the dining room.

“I’m worried about Ronda and Bruce,” she said. She gestured toward Mrs. Saint’s house, not visible from the bungalow anymore since Markie had pulled all the blinds. “What do they do, if they don’t go there?”

Markie reached for Patty’s hand and held it in both of hers. “They come here, I think?”

“What about you, though? And your work? They’re not quiet, you know.”

“I can work downtown.”

“No! Absolutely not! I could keep them in the family room, maybe? You could work in here.”

“Frédéric will likely be in there,” Markie said. “I think he’ll sleep on the couch, so I’m guessing he’ll take over the room. And I imagine he’ll want to be alone, at least for a while.”

“Did you and him already talk about that?” Patty asked. “I didn’t hear.”

“No. But . . .”

“Right,” Patty said. “Where else?”
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Kyle arrived with two grocery bags in his arms. “Jesse told me you’ve got a houseful of people, and it might be that way for a while,” he said. “I thought you could probably use some extra coffee and toilet paper and . . . well, there’s a lot of stuff in here. I hope it helps.”

“Thanks,” she said.

He told her he was happy to help. He knew what Mrs. Saint had meant to her and Jesse. And he offered to take Angel off their hands for a few days if she was getting in the way.
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“I am worried about him,” Simone whispered to Markie as they tossed paper plates into the garbage, wrapped the leftover pizza, and rinsed the teacups.

Markie nodded. Frédéric still wouldn’t sit. “I think he feels it’s disrespectful to her if he relaxes,” she whispered back. “I’m concerned he might faint.”

“Yes,” Simone said. Turning to the family room, she said, “Frédéric, darling. I must insist again that you take a seat. You are worrying Mark—”

“No!” Markie interjected. “Don’t tell him that! He has enough on his mind.”

But Frédéric had taken the chair beside Bruce. Jesse and Lola were on the floor now, their arms around Angel.

“Sometimes it is good he feels so responsible for everyone else,” Simone whispered. “He will not sit for himself, but he does it for you. Anyway, I am going to stay on for some days, I have decided. I can get a hotel room. Perhaps he will want to do the same, though I expect he would be happier here, if you have room for him. He will want to be closer to her.” Her voice broke. “To her house, I mean.”

“Why don’t you stay, too?” Markie said, rubbing Simone’s arm. “You can take my room. I’ll sleep on the love seat in the living room.”

“I could not.”

“I think everyone would like it better if you were here with us,” Markie said. Simone widened her eyes, and Markie nodded. “It would make them feel more . . . complete, I think. To have all of us together.”

“If you are quite sure,” Simone said. “In truth, it would be nicer for me, too.”

“Listen,” Markie said, “I hope this isn’t too soon, but while we’re alone, I wanted to say how sorry I am that your final hours with your sister weren’t better. She told me she doesn’t believe in forgiveness, but I’m certain she—”

“Yes,” Simone nodded. “You are right. She knew I forgave her. She stopped me every time I tried to say it last night, but I know she knew that is why I came. To tell her that.”

Markie’s head snapped back. Simone came to forgive Angeline? “Wait,” she started. “That’s not what she—”

But Simone reached for Markie’s hand, squeezed it, and continued. “It is a blessing, I feel. Who knows when I might have come, if ever, if Frédéric had not called to tell me about her heart and how it had gotten so much worse. That they were not sure if the new medication would help, and they could not guarantee how long . . .” She let her sentence trail off as she dropped Markie’s hand, reached into the cuff of her sweater sleeve for a tissue, and pressed it to her eyes.

Markie turned away, pretending to wipe the counter another time. Mrs. Saint had a heart condition, and it had gotten much worse? New medication? Things were so dire—“no guarantee”—that he had called her estranged sister? And meanwhile, Mrs. Saint had merely said, “Oh, it’s only old age. The doctors are being dramatic. Frédéric’s worrying about nothing.”

“I have upset you,” Simone said.

Markie turned back to her. “I just . . . I have a lot of questions. I think I’ve been told a lot of . . . untruths. And I guess it’s fine. None of it was ever any of my business, but—”

“Such as?” Simone asked.

“For one,” Markie said, “you said you came here to forgive her. But she told me you came to ask her to forgive you.”

Simone sighed as she tucked the tissue back into her sleeve. “This was my sister.”

It wasn’t really an answer. But then again, Markie decided, it sort of was.

“She also told me she didn’t believe in human forgiveness,” Markie said. “That it was too easy. She said it’s up to God to forgive.”

Simone took a deep breath in through her nose and let it out slowly through her mouth. “La pauvre. She has been too hard on herself.”

Markie wanted to ask what that meant, but Simone was weeping now. She pulled the tissue out of her sleeve again, but it was crumpled and damp. Frowning, she tucked it back in her sweater. Markie went to the family room to find a box, and Frédéric, noticing, leaped up and raced to the kitchen.

“Simone,” he said, and she turned to him and fell against his chest. Their arms went around each other, and they clutched each other, crying, while Markie stood dumbly, holding the tissue box out into space.





Chapter Thirty-Seven

Late in the day, Frédéric received the all clear from the fire department to go inside Mrs. Saint’s house. He blinked, said nothing, and handed the phone to Patty, who jumped into action, taking a seat at Markie’s kitchen counter and making notes on the back of one of Lola’s coloring pages. Ronda had spoken to Mrs. Saint’s insurance company earlier about arranging for a smoke-damage restoration company to come, and now Patty called the insurance agent to put that plan in motion and to make arrangements to meet the agent at the house to discuss further repairs.

Bruce, meanwhile, quietly let himself out of the bungalow, returning later with a small metal box, which he handed to Frédéric, and Simone’s two suitcases, which he left outside on the patio to keep the smell of smoke out of the bungalow.

“I wanted to bring you some clothes,” he told Frédéric, “but I checked your closet, and the smoke . . .” He shook his head. “Sorry.”

Simone’s things weren’t wearable, either, despite having been zipped inside the larger of her two suitcases. She asked Bruce to set that case in Markie’s garage—she would go through it the next morning and decide if anything was salvageable—while she carried the smaller one to a corner of the patio and looked through it. Markie and Ronda went out to see her, Markie carrying a spare tote bag she thought Simone might want to transfer the contents of the case into and offering, along with Ronda, to help her sort through her things. Simone accepted the bag, but she asked Markie to leave it outside the door and waved them off before they could get close enough to see inside the case.

“I couldn’t possibly impose,” Simone told Markie, as though helping to sort through a hatbox-size suitcase was a real chore for a woman who was now hosting, indefinitely, four people from Mrs. Saint’s house in addition to the two she had already taken in. Ronda and Markie exchanged puzzled looks and went back inside.

By around ten that night, the bungalow’s first floor was mostly cleared out. Bruce and Ronda had left together for the bus stop, Jesse and Angel had retired to the basement, and Patty had taken Lola up to bed. Markie carried an armload of sheets and blankets down from the linen closet and delivered one set on the living room love seat before continuing through the archway to the family room to give the others to Frédéric.

When she reached the kitchen, she stopped midstep, her jaw dropping, the linens almost falling to the floor. Frédéric and Simone sat shoulder to shoulder on the couch, her head resting against his, his arm tight around her. From the back, it seemed as though she had walked in on an intimate moment between Frédéric and Mrs. Saint, and for a split second, Markie was elated for the old man to finally have a chance to hold his beloved Angeline closely like this.

The moment passed, though, and her elation turned to dismay. His beloved Angeline was dead. What was he doing, sitting so familiarly with her sister? Why was Simone, a married woman, cuddling like sweethearts with the man who had been living with her twin? Markie felt heat rise to her face with indignation on behalf of her former neighbor.

She forced her body to relax, though, and told herself not to jump to conclusions. Surely this was nothing more than platonic commiseration between two people who had lost a common loved one. There was no reason for her to be upset. But when she cleared her throat and they both jumped up, Simone taking two large steps in one direction, Frédéric in the other, Markie wasn’t so sure. Why, if they were innocent, were they acting so guilty?

Frédéric bent quickly to close the lid of his metal box, which, Markie now noticed, sat open on the floor near the couch. Then he reached for the throw blanket, which he tossed over a pile of papers stacked on one of the couch cushions. Markie caught a brief glimpse of the stack before the blanket descended upon it. It appeared to be nothing more than a collection of black-and-white photographs. Why, then, was Frédéric acting like it was a pile of girlie magazines?

“Markie,” Simone said. “Let me . . .”

She stepped toward the kitchen, and Markie prepared to hear the older woman say she could explain, it wasn’t what it looked like, here, come sit on the couch with us and we’ll show you what we were looking at. But Simone wore the same closed-off, unapologetic expression Markie had seen so many times in her twin, and when she reached the kitchen, Simone offered no explanation.

Instead, she held her hands out for the linens and said, “Let me make up the couch for Frédéric. You’ve done enough for all of us for one day.”

If Simone and Frédéric hadn’t both suffered such a great loss, if Markie hadn’t been too emotionally spent from the day’s trauma, too exhausted from having the bungalow filled to capacity all day by Mrs. Saint’s beloved Defectives and her estranged sister, if she hadn’t been miles past the end of her rope when it came to secrets and lies, she might have told the two older French Canadians where they could stick the linens, along with whatever it was Frédéric was concealing under the blanket. Or, at least, she might have blown an exasperated breath of air out and turned on her heel to stomp out of the kitchen.

But she could barely stand any longer, or keep her eyes open, or concentrate on how annoyed she was with them. So she handed the sheets and blankets to Simone, told her, “That would be great,” wished them both a good night, and stumbled out of the room to the living room, where she collapsed on the love seat and immediately fell asleep.





Chapter Thirty-Eight

Markie sat, reluctantly, with Frédéric and Simone in the wood-paneled law office of Marvin Schanbaum. It was Sunday afternoon, and Frédéric had received a call from the lawyer that morning, asking him and Simone to come immediately. Markie wondered aloud if it weren’t permitted for the two of them to bury their dearest friend and sister before being summoned by her legal counsel, but Frédéric wanted to go, whispering to Markie that it would be good for the others if the meeting happened right away.

When he requested that she be the one to drive them to the lawyer’s office, she almost told him to ask Patty instead. She felt an increasing need to marshal and preserve the limited patience she had for Frédéric and Simone and their secret photographs and shared confidences and furtive embraces. But then she took in the noisy, overcrowded bungalow and pictured herself reading, alone, in the quiet of the lawyer’s waiting room, and she agreed to take them.

When they asked her to go with them into Mr. Schanbaum’s inner office rather than wait in the small lobby, she practically fought them off with her fists. She lost. She didn’t know why she was there, she told them all, as Mr. Schanbaum opened a file on his desk and flipped through it, stopping when he located a thick document, stapled at the top. LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF ANGELINE ST. DENIS, Markie made out from the top line on the first page. It made her even more anxious.

“I only came because I didn’t want Frédéric or Simone to have to drive,” she told Mr. Schanbaum. “Shouldn’t I be waiting out there?” She pointed through his office door to the small waiting area. “Surely she would have wanted you to discuss her personal affairs in private.”

“In fact, you are one of the individuals mentioned in her personal affairs,” he said. “This is why I asked Frédéric to bring you along.”

Markie turned, openmouthed, to Frédéric, who was suddenly too fascinated with the floor to acknowledge her. He sat on the other side of Simone, too far away for Markie to nudge with an elbow, so she moved her questioning gaze to Simone.

The older woman shrugged. “Do not ask it to me,” she said. “I was hardly the one my sister would have talked to about the contents of her will.”
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Mrs. Saint was the owner of the bungalow.

She left it to Markie, free and clear, along with more than enough money to maintain it—and a college fund for Jesse.

Before Markie could get over the shock of her neighbor’s staggering generosity, Mr. Schanbaum read further, to the part where Mrs. Saint’s house went to Frédéric, along with enough money that he could easily rebuild it and still keep Ronda, Bruce, and Patty employed indefinitely.

And this is where Markie stopped feeling dumbfounded about Mrs. Saint’s generosity and started feeling something different, something far more negative, something in the gray, fuzzy spaces between resentment, confusion, and fury.

Because keeping Ronda, Bruce, and Patty on staff, and sufficiently occupied and out of trouble, wasn’t something Frédéric could pull off on his own. He was wonderful at helping the others, but he wasn’t inclined to direct them—Mrs. Saint had said it herself during one of her visits to Markie’s patio. And if ever there were a time when he might have been able to muster the energy to truly lead, it wasn’t now. Once upright and vigorous and surefooted, Frédéric now seemed as adrift as the others had always been.

Mrs. Saint had known, of course, that this was what would happen, that grief would knock the vitality out of him. That given his age and the fact that he had lost the love of his life, unrequited or not, his vigor might never return. That in the event he was left to carry on without her, an occasion she had clearly predicted, he would need someone younger and more capable to assist him. Someone to take over where Mrs. Saint had left off.

Someone who knew the Defectives already, who cared about them.

Someone who was located conveniently—and permanently, thanks to Mrs. Saint’s bequest—on the other side of the low wooden fence.

The bungalow wasn’t a gift, Markie now saw—it was a sentence. It wasn’t born of Mrs. Saint’s generosity but out of her unceasing desire to have things her own way. She wanted her beloved Defectives to stay together. To make that happen, they would need a place to gather, a yard and house that required their constant work and rework. So she had left her house to Frédéric.

They would need money to keep them from needing to find jobs elsewhere. So she had also left him enough cash to pay them.

And they would need a firm, capable leader. So she had arranged to have one installed next door, in exchange for the deed to the bungalow.

Markie almost laughed. She almost asked Mr. Schanbaum to read the part of the will that required her, as a condition of her new home ownership, to attend and supervise the morning meetings on the screened porch. To be sure to ask each of them what their plan was for the day, then offer suggestions for what they should do instead. To make a point of goading Lola into homework and bathing and getting more exercise. To ensure Frédéric drank an approved quantity of water each day and knocked off work precisely at four.

Surely, too, there must be instructions in the will outlining Markie’s care of the bungalow. A list of approved paint colors she would be permitted to use. Instructions for how often she would be required to have the roof replaced. The woman hadn’t been able to hand over Lola for a single evening without five minutes’ worth of orders about baths and bedtime and teeth brushing. She would never be able to leave a house, forever, without a list one hundred times longer.

The temptation to laugh passed as the full force of the situation hit Markie. All these months, Mrs. Saint had been trying to get her own way, and Markie had resisted. The Frenchwoman had eventually won the vast majority of the battles: the dog, Jesse spending time with Frédéric and tutoring Lola, Markie’s artwork making it onto the walls, Markie and Jesse eating more vegetables and fewer frozen meals, Markie getting to know Mrs. Saint’s employees.

On only one matter—Markie taking over Mrs. Saint’s role as leader of the Defectives—had the old woman not been victorious. But had she been happy with her other successes and left that single point to Markie?

Mais non! Of course not! Instead, the old woman had made the one move she assumed Markie couldn’t counter. Because who could say no to a dead woman? Especially a dead woman bearing the precise gifts a person in Markie’s financial position would never be able to turn down.

And now Markie saw it all laid out before her clearly, all the timely coincidences and bits of “good luck,” or so she had thought. The bungalow that had been empty because of a “bad market,” leaving the landlord willing to cut a deal, the mysteriously appearing “free cable” that had not been in the lease and only materialized after Mrs. Saint took such a liking to Jesse and learned that “le pauvre” was missing his movie channels.

More secrecy and lies! There was no forgotten lease term offering free cable. There was no bad market. There was only a meddlesome, bossy, conniving old woman who, knowing her health was deteriorating and her Defectives would have to fend for themselves unless a new leader could be found, had been waiting for just the right person to rope into the job.

Mrs. Saint had been the spider and Markie the fly.

Now Markie didn’t want to laugh; she wanted to scream. She wanted to beat her fists against the wooden arms of her chair and yell, “No! Stop right there!” and then lunge across the top of Mr. Schanbaum’s desk, grab one of his pens, and strike through the language in the will that mentioned her and the bungalow and Jesse.

Only Frédéric’s presence and the way he sat slumped in his chair, despondent over his lost Angeline, kept her silent.

[image: image]

Once Simone and Frédéric were settled in the car, Markie announced she had left her book in the lawyer’s office and needed to run back for it.

“I will accompany you,” Frédéric said, as she expected he would.

“No, no. You’re all buckled in. You stay with Simone. I’ll be back in no time.” She shut the door against further protests and made her way back to Mr. Schanbaum.

“I only have a minute,” she said, “and I’m sure you have somewhere you want to be. I’d like to set up a time to see you on Tuesday, if you have time available.”

“You have . . . concerns,” he said. “I sensed this.”

“I do. Look, she must have updated it quite recently, because I only met her in August. I’m curious: before she changed it, who was to receive the bungalow and the money?”

He smiled placidly. “It is unfortunately not within my authority to discuss prior drafts of a client’s will.”

“Tell me this, then,” Markie said. “What would happen if I refused to accept what she’s left me? What would happen to it, then?”

Mr. Schanbaum’s eyes widened. “Are you saying you want to disclaim your bequest?”

“Possibly. But first I want to know what would happen to the bungalow and the money if I did.”

He steepled his hands together and closed his eyes momentarily. “In such an event,” he said, opening them again, “it would pass through her estate as though you had predeceased her. And since she made it clear that everything else was to go to . . .” He looked at the chair in which Frédéric had been sitting, as though trying to recall the name.

“Frédéric,” Markie provided.

“Yes. She made it clear everything was to go him, except for certain bequests delineated specifically, such as the ones to you and to her sister and certain charities. So the bungalow and sum of money set aside for you would go to him.”

“In that case,” Markie said, “I’d like to talk to you on Tuesday about . . . what did you call it? Disclaiming my bequest? I’d like to talk about that. Not just talk about it. I’d like to do it.”

Mr. Schanbaum unsteepled his hands and turned his palms out, facing her. “I suggest we not have such a discussion as early as Tuesday. That is the day after the funeral. I discourage people from making significant proclamations, one way or the other, about these kinds of matters when everything is still so . . . fresh. Give yourself some time to sit with this, to deliberate about it, I urge you. There is no hurry.”

“I don’t need time. I’d like to come in on Tuesday.”

He lowered his hands and opened an appointment book on his desk. “As you wish.”

“But you did not find your book!” Simone said when Markie returned empty-handed to the car.

Markie climbed in and patted her purse. “Stupid me. I put it in my purse before he called us in. I forgot until I got back in there. I’m certain he thinks I’m crazy.”





Chapter Thirty-Nine

After dinner that night, Jesse suggested a board game in the family room, and while everyone debated what to play, Markie motioned for Simone to follow her into the living room. They sat together on the spindle-legged love seat, Simone with her hands clasped between her knees, and Markie couldn’t tell if the other woman was nervous or relieved that it was finally just the two of them, alone.

“I want to ask you some questions,” Markie said. “I hope you don’t mind. But your sister was . . . evasive about some things. And instead of finding it easier to forget about, now that she’s gone, I’m . . . struggling with it.”

“You may ask,” Simone said. “And I will try to answer. But, of course, I did not know everything about my sister.”

“I saw a photo of the two of you when you were seven,” Markie said. “It was on your birthday. I asked her about it, and about you, and she told me . . .” She paused, wondering if she should go on. But she was tired of secrets. To get real information, you had to give real information. “She told me you had died,” she said. Putting a hand on Simone’s knee, she added, “I’m sorry if that’s a difficult thing to hear.”

Simone nodded, resigned but not crushed by what Markie had said. “This does not surprise me, I must say. We had not spoken in many years. To her, I might have seemed dead, I suppose.”

“After Thanksgiving,” Markie said, “when I asked her about it, she said you two had had a falling-out over an old boyfriend, and I’ve been wondering since last night if—”

“Old boyfriend?” Simone said, laughing. “What a story! Angeline and I have never had an eye for the same man! We have each loved one, and one only, and I can tell you it was not the same person. We are too diff—”

Markie cut her off with a long, exasperated breath and stood, then stepped to the window overlooking Mrs. Saint’s house. Someone had opened all the blinds, and wincing at the charred remains of the house next door, she crossed the room to the window on the other side of the bungalow.

“I’m so tired of all the misinformation!” she said, keeping her voice low to prevent the others from hearing. “If you had any idea what it’s been like to live here beside her. To be constantly intruded upon. Milked for information. Asked for favors. While at the same time . . .”

Markie shook her head, too frustrated to explain further what her neighbor had put her through. “You’d think it would all go away now that she’s gone, but there’s still as much as before! And I just can’t deal with it anymore.” She turned from the window to face Simone. “I wasn’t going to tell you this until after the funeral, but I’m not accepting her gift. Her . . . bequest. I’m going back to the lawyer on Tuesday and . . . disclaiming it.”

Simone took in a sharp breath but said nothing.

“She wanted to saddle me with all of her responsibilities,” Markie said, sweeping an arm to encompass the two neighboring properties, “but she didn’t trust me enough to be honest with me! She kept so many things from me while she was alive—about you, Frédéric, her health, and who knows what else. She even lured me into renting this place on pretense and dishonesty!

“And now, this gift”—Markie made finger quotes around the word—“of the bungalow. She expected me to stay here when she knew damn well I wanted to leave! She decided to surround me with people when she knew all I want is to be alone! She thought I should have to give up what I wanted for my life and take over what she wanted for hers!

“To devote my life to”—she angled her head toward the family room—“the people she was devoted to. I’m supposed to do all of that for her when she couldn’t even bother to tell me the truth! Well, I’m not going to do it! I’m not going to put up with being lied to, tricked, and played!”

Markie’s frustration with Mrs. Saint’s bequest—and her guilt about her decision to disclaim it—overcame her, and she felt her eyes burn with coming tears. She took a deep breath and spoke more quietly, trying to keep her emotions in check.

“If I’d been trusted, then maybe . . . I don’t know. There’s more to my wanting to leave than just my relationship with her, I’ll admit. I’m not putting it all on her. I can’t say I’d be jumping at this even if she had been transparent about everything. But I do know the secrets didn’t help. Other than to make it easier for me to say no.”

Simone rose and went to Markie, touching her arm briefly before moving her hand to Markie’s head and stroking her hair. It was such an unexpected gesture that it made the tears welling in Markie’s eyes finally spill over and slide down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” Markie said, sniffing. “She was your sister. I shouldn’t have said those things. And you shouldn’t have to console me. You lost her, too.” She sniffed again and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “It’s been a long day, that’s all. A long weekend. I’m not used to having so many people around all the time, and I . . . acted badly.”

Simone stroked Markie’s head once more, then patted her shoulder. “You will wait one minute, yes?”

Markie nodded, and Simone left the room and went upstairs. Markie heard footfalls on the ceiling overhead as Simone moved around the master bedroom. Moments later, Simone returned holding a stack of photographs.

Nodding to the love seat, she said, “You will sit with me again?”

Markie nodded again and sat next to Simone, who placed the photographs beside her, away from Markie, and shuffled through them.

“Ah!” Simone said. “Here.” She held it up: the picture of her and Angeline in their party dresses.

“That’s the one,” Markie said. She held a hand out, and Simone let her take the picture, which Markie turned over. Angeline et Simone, 7ème anniversaire. “I can’t believe her little case survived the fire and all the smoke.”

“It did not,” Simone said. “This is my copy. These others, too. Mine and Frédéric’s, actually—he had more than me. Luckily, his things were in that metal box and underground. So we did not lose all of our memories along with our Angeline.”

She selected another and laid it on Markie’s lap. It was a copy of the first one Jesse had found behind the garage, the infant twins and the two others Markie had thought were their siblings.

“This is the other one I saw,” Markie said. “I find it impossible that these could be your parents. They look like children.”

Simone took Markie’s hand in hers and looked at her meaningfully. “Those are not our parents,” she said, speaking slowly and carefully, the way doctors do when they are giving news they don’t want to deliver and no one wants to hear. “They are our brother and sister.”

Markie slid the picture off her lap and removed her hand from Simone’s. “Of course they are! Of course they’re your brother and sister! Of course she had three siblings when she told me she had none at all! When I shoved the one of your birthday under her nose, she admitted she had a sister—a single sister, that’s all! But of course she had another! And a brother as well!”

She shook her head. “I suppose they live across town, and that’s where Frédéric disappears to, to report to them on how she is. Or maybe she went to see them herself.” She lifted her hands uselessly and let them fall back into her lap.

Simone studied the photo. “Sadly, non,” she said quietly. “They were taken about a year after our seventh birthday. And they were sent to a camp.”

She stared with what Markie interpreted as a message-filled look, but the meaning eluded her.

“I’m not following,” Markie said. “They went to camp and never came back?”

“Oui.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Was there an investigation? Was this in Quebec?”

“Quebec?” Simone asked, as though it were a word she had never heard before.

Markie looked at the ceiling, then back at Simone. “Quebec. Where you grew up?”

She could hear Bruce’s voice the day she moved in, saying, “French Canadian,” could see the way Mrs. Saint had smiled proudly at him. And then, only the day before Thanksgiving, Markie had asked Mrs. Saint if Frédéric had followed her and Edouard here from Quebec, and Mrs. Saint had confirmed it.

Or had she? Markie pressed her eyes closed and tried to remember. “About Canada,” Mrs. Saint had said, “I want to tell you about this, too.” Then Patty had walked in, and Mrs. Saint said they would discuss it another time, and the time had never come. Well, here it was. Markie opened her eyes and waited for Simone to explain.

“Ah yes,” Simone said. “I see what has happened here. What my sister has done. But we did not grow up in Quebec. We are from Germany. Breslau, to be precise. We left in 1938, right after we turned seven. And then we lived for some time in France. Matias and Lea”—she nodded to the two older children in the photo—“made it partway to France with us, but they were detained before we arrived.”

“Did you say 1938?” Markie asked. “How could you have been seven in 1938 when you’re only seventy-five years old?”

“We turned eighty-five in June,” Simone said.

“Of course you did,” Markie said. “Of course you are an entire decade older than she admitted to.”

But Simone appeared not to have heard. Clutching the photo to her chest, she stood and crossed to the window overlooking her sister’s ruined house. She leaned forward and rested her forehead against the window, and Markie wondered if it were an effort to be closer to her twin.

Quietly, Simone spoke into the glass. “The camp our brother and sister were taken to was called Drancy. It was a work camp. From there, they were sent to another. Auschwitz-Birkenau. A death camp.”

“Oh my God!” Markie said.

She rose, thinking she would rush to Simone, but something in the way the older woman stood, facing her sister’s house while she clutched the photo, made it seem like she wanted to be left alone with her siblings, so Markie lowered herself back to the love seat.

“We left Breslau as soon as we could,” Simone said, her voice still quiet, as though perhaps she were talking to herself. “On the train. We packed everything we could into a few small packs. But you had to be careful about what you took. You had to make it look like you were going for a day only, a simple, innocent little family outing before you were all to return home again.

“So you could take some clothes, maybe a few photos. If they looked in your bag and saw a family’s most valuable possessions—the silver candlesticks, say—they would know you were trying to leave, and you would be sent straight home, your tickets confiscated. The candlesticks, too.

“Of course, this meant we could also not take Matias’s dog, Bella.” Simone held the photo so Markie could see it. “You see how he looks to the side?”

Markie glanced at the photo and nodded at what she had noticed before, that Matias was looking outside the frame, and his oldest sister was trying to get him to redirect his attention to the photographer.

“He was always looking at Bella—or playing with her or running after her. He got her when we were born, you see, so they had been together a long time. I think our parents felt he would be outnumbered with three sisters. Funny that they got him a female dog in that case, but it did not matter to Matias. He loved the three of us and our parents, we all knew this, but he adored no other being like he adored Bella.”

Simone laughed softly, and a furtive smile appeared on her lips for an instant before fading. “To see him have to part with that dog before we left for the station, it was . . .”

A low moan escaped her, and she covered her mouth with a hand. Markie was wiping her own eyes when Simone spoke again. “None of it mattered anyway,” she said. “The careful packing we did. Matias giving up Bella. None of it got us what we had hoped. We had not acted soon enough. There were Nazis at every station by then, on every train car it seemed, and Matias and Lea were so healthy and strong. And they were old enough, you see.

“Angeline and I, we were too young, too weak, too useless. Although they would have taken us, too, I think, now that I have read about their . . . interest in twins.” Simone held a hand over her mouth briefly, and Markie, having read the horrifying reports of Dr. Mengele’s experiments, almost gagged.

“But our mother was sick that day,” Simone went on, “and she could only handle one of us. A woman on the train offered to take the other, and she was sitting many rows back, so when the soldiers came through, they did not realize we were a pair. My mother’s illness probably saved us.

“If only Matias or Lea had gotten sick as well, if they had caught whatever cold or flu our mother had. I have thought of this so many times. If only they had looked pale, unhealthy. If only they had not dressed so smartly for the train, sat up so straight, so obediently—”

Simone choked on her words then and covered her face with the photograph, and Markie’s eyes overflowed as she rushed to the window and put her arms around the older woman.

“I’m sorry,” Markie said. “Oh my God, Simone. I am so, so sorry.”

They embraced for a time, until Simone withdrew herself from Markie’s arms and drew a fingertip under each eye, wiping her tears.

“I am okay,” she said. “Thank you. But I am . . . I have made peace about this, as one must, in order to live. If you remain bitter after so many years, you will . . .” She made a circular motion with her hand, the same kind Angeline had made so many times when searching for a word in English. “I can now talk about it without wanting to commit a crime against another person. Many other people. This is progress.”

“What a dreadful, dreadful thing for you to have gone through,” Markie said. “When you were only children.”

Simone looked out the window again, at what was left of her sister’s house. “Och,” she whispered to the glass. “We were never children.”

She stood quietly for some time, and then she gestured to the love seat, and they returned there together, Simone staring at the photograph of the four children, lost in thought, Markie’s mind swirling with questions, guesses, wishes. She hoped the twins and their parents had timed it just right, arriving in the south of France while traffic was still allowed out of the ports. That they had managed to get on a ship and sail to Cuba, then to the United States, like so many she had read about.

“They hid us,” Simone said. She had been quiet so long that the sound of her voice startled Markie. “There is a town in France, in the Haute-Loire department, in what was the unoccupied region. Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, it is called. It was a town full of Protestants who made it their purpose to hide Jews. Quite an extraordinary thing, non?

“Such a risk to them, and still they did this. And not because we were their neighbors, their friends. The people who came to this town, seeking help—people like Angeline and me and our parents—were strangers, from other parts of France or from Germany. Yet without a question, the townspeople said yes, we will help you.

“Many, they smuggled into Switzerland, after making false papers for them. What a chance they took, breaking the laws this way, to help those people escape. Others, they hid until the liberation. Five thousand in all, it is thought, were saved by the brave people of this single town. Mostly children. Imagine! Five thousand! C’est incroyable!” Simone clucked in amazement.

“Incredible,” Markie whispered. She had never heard of Le Chambon or the rescue efforts there.

“We hid in a barn,” Simone continued. “Angeline and me and our parents. It was owned by Monsieur and Madame Aubert. Lucien and Ginette. We were going to stay for a night. My parents had a plan to take us to a children’s home the next day. They had heard of this place, and they were going to leave us there, where they felt we would be safe. They would come back for us when they could, and take us home.

“But there were gendarmes all around, and their job was to sniff us out. They got my father when he was filling our water bucket at the well. My mother saw from the entrance of the barn, and she screamed, and so, of course, they got her, too. They searched the barn, and they woke Monsieur and Madame Aubert and their children, and they searched the farmhouse.

“Monsieur pretended with great shock to have had no clue about the ‘filthy Jews’ who had been squatting in his barn. He stomped and cursed and shook his angry fist at my parents, who were standing at the end of the lane, shivering with fear that the gendarmes would find me and my sister, too.

“My mother had given us a bath that night, only a sponge bath with a bucket and old cloths she found in the barn, but it was very cold out, and the water was like ice, and we could not warm up. We were so skinny, you see. She was worried about pneumonia, so she asked Madame if she could leave us inside the house by the fire, only for a little while.

“When Madame heard the gendarmes banging on the door, she hurried us upstairs into the bedroom of her children, and she told us to crawl down under the covers, one in her son’s bed, the other in her daughter’s. The gendarmes came crashing up, looking in closets and everywhere, and they made the children get out of their beds. But they did not flatten the lumpy blankets at the ends of the beds like Madame feared they might, to see if anyone might be hidden there, even though, as Madame told us many times later, she thought it was very obvious there were bodies underneath the bedding.

“For this, I believe, we must have had some lucky star above us, Angeline and I.” Simone ran a finger along the outline of the twin girls in the picture and smiled sadly. “They kept us, Madame and Monsieur Aubert. For almost four years! Here they were, with hardly enough to feed their own family’s mouths, and yet they took in two more without a hesitation.

“They had heard quite quickly that my parents . . . would not be coming back for us . . .” Simone paused briefly and looked down before going on. “So they knew it would not be only a few months that we would need someplace to stay; it could be years. And they acted as though this were no trouble at all! They would simply eat less. They would share their clothes, their blankets, everything. They would not turn us out—or turn us in.

“When the Germans invaded and things began to look worse for everyone, they decided it would be safest to arrange for their son and daughter to go to America to stay with Monsieur Aubert’s cousin, Girard. And because no relatives had come looking for my sister and me, they decided to send us, too. They had enough money for four tickets, and they used theirs on the two of us. They meant to come later, after they could save more.

“They did not make it. He was killed fighting for the Resistance and she must have died shortly after. From what, we never knew.” Simone set the picture aside with the others, bent her head, and folded her hands in her lap, as though in prayer. “Lucien and Ginette. I named my first son after him, and after our brother, too: Matias Lucien. If we had had a girl, she would have been Lea Ginette. But we had another boy.”

She laughed softly. “My husband was afraid I would insist on giving that name to our second son in any case! But I was not so crazy. I named him Marceau; it was Ginette’s maiden name. I think Lea would have approved.”

“That’s lovely,” Markie said. “What Lucien and Ginette did for your family. And how you’ve carried their names on with your children.”

“They used to write us every week,” Simone said. “And Cousin Girard would read the letters out loud. He would tell us our life story, too, over and over, from letters Monsieur had written before they sent us over. For Angeline and me, it was our story only from Le Chambon forward, of course. For the others, it was their entire life.

“We begged him to tell us what had happened to Ginette, and why she did not come, but he had no letter about that, of course. So now, here was Cousin Girard, himself struggling to take care of himself and his wife, and now he had four children on top of everything. There were some hard years, I can tell you. Edouard went to work as soon as he could, but he was young himself when we—”

“Wait!” Markie said. “Edouard? The Edouard? Angeline’s Edouard?”

“The very one,” Simone said. “He was only a little older than us, so he was nine when we came to them, to their barn. He was thirteen when we got to Pittsburgh—that’s where Cousin Girard lived. He was fourteen when he left school and got a job to help put food on the table. Later, he was able to put himself through school at night, and he finished high school and then got a college degree.”

“Is that what caused the rift?” Markie asked. “Did you and Edouard have an affair? Is the ‘old boyfriend’ your sister told me about actually her late husband? I know you said before that there was no fight about a man, but you’ve told me this much. Couldn’t you admit, now—?”

Simone chuckled softly. “My sister and her many stories. I was telling you the truth earlier, I promise you this. There was no affair, no stolen boyfriend. There was only the fact that when we were old enough to really understand our story after Cousin Girard told it—where we came from, what had happened to our parents—Angeline decided to listen one more time and never again.

“From that day, she reimagined her entire history. Our history. She was not a refugee—she was Girard’s daughter, and so was I. And Girard was not from France—he was from Quebec. We were not Jewish—we were Roman Catholic. We had no dead parents in Europe, and we never had a brother or sister, so Matias and Lea, of course, were also not dead in Europe.

“They simply never existed. Angeline made them . . .” Simone flicked a hand in the air. “Disappear. Poof. And when I argued about this, well, you can guess. I ceased to exist as well.”

“What?” Markie said. “But why would she pretend away your entire history, your religion, your own family?”

“Many have done this,” Simone said. “There was a thought back then, in some, a fear that it could happen again, and that this time it would spread to the United States. That we would all be rounded up again and sent off, and maybe then we would meet the same fate as our parents, as Matias and Lea.

“It was not entirely popular, but it was not perfectly rare, either. We knew some refugees, friends of Cousin Girard, who suddenly were no longer refugees, but first-generation Americans. Born one week in Kolberg, Germany, and the next in Scranton, Pennsylvania. This is where Angeline got the idea. They convinced her it was the only safe way.”

“And at some point, you told her—”

“When we were finished with high school and talking about moving to New York together to find jobs and an apartment, I told her I intended to tell my real story once we got there. I had gone along with her fairy tale for some years, but when we arrived in our new city to start our new life, I would be taking our family with us, not leaving them in Pittsburgh, where she had hidden them below Cousin Girard’s basement without a second thought.”

“And that discussion didn’t end well,” Markie said.

“It ended with me on a train to New York and her staying behind.”

“And marrying Edouard?”

Simone nodded. “He was willing to go along with her charade, you see. He loved her so much he would have done anything for her, including allowing her to fabricate an entire story that caused both her family and his to evaporate for all time. Suddenly, they were French Canadian sweethearts who had moved to America for work.

“He was okay with this, or I should say, he was not so very okay with it at all, but he would allow it. He would pretend along with her about it. But at the same time, he knew her real truth. And I believe she needed that, to have someone who would go along with her new future and yet truly understand her past. I would not do this for her. Edouard would.”

“And she thought you were coming here now to ask her forgiveness for deciding not to go along with it any longer, all those years ago?” Markie asked.

“No. She thought I was coming to grant her forgiveness for betraying our parents. Our brother and sister. Our entire family, for generations. Our culture, our religion, our traditions. She thought I was coming here to forgive her for turning her back on everything we were, everything our parents were so proud for us to be.

“Everything they struggled to protect when they left our most special things, our entire life, behind in Germany and paid their life savings for train tickets to France. When they hid inside a smelly barn, terrified every moment for fear of what would happen if they showed their faces—for fear of what did happen.

“For turning her back on all that Edouard’s family had done for us. Because surely, if we were not refugees, then Ginette and Lucien could not have been our saviors, could they? They could not have risked their lives, their children’s lives, for our sake. Theirs could not have been names worth carrying on through our own children.”

“But she didn’t let you say it,” Markie said. “She didn’t want to hear you say it. She thought forgiveness wasn’t yours to give. That only God could grant it.”

Simone let out a long breath. “I am not sure I would have gone through with it anyway. Even if she had let me.”

“You wouldn’t have forgiven her?”

“Non.”

“Oh . . .” Markie wasn’t sure how to respond. Angeline had acted terribly, but if one twin sister wouldn’t forgive another when she was dying, wasn’t that the end of everything?

“The other night,” Simone said, “when we were in the hospital, Frédéric and I, he told me what my sister has done for all of . . .” She waved a hand, indicating the group gathered in the family room, and in that motion, she reminded Markie so much of Mrs. Saint that her chest felt like it might collapse. She had never seen anyone say as much with finger flicks and wrist movements as these two European/Canadian/American Jewish/Catholic twins from Breslau/Le Chambon/Pittsburgh.

“How she took them in,” Simone went on, “when they had no place else and no one else.” Her eyes shining with tears, her lips forming a quivering smile, Simone reached for Markie’s hand and squeezed it hard in her own. “And oh! Markie! You cannot know how it made me feel to hear this! To hear how she has been spending her life!

“Because is this not precisely what Edouard’s family did for ours? Is this not a way of honoring our history, our family, as well as anyone could? Is opening her home to people who are not so welcome by the rest of the community not the perfect way of showing her respect for our religion, our heritage, the way our people were treated back then?

“Is this not everything our parents would have wanted for us to become: people who help others in need? Since the two of us lived because of the way other people helped us when we were in need? Is this not the most wonderful way to honor our brother and sister?”

Tears slipped one after the other down Simone’s cheeks, but instead of trying to wipe them away, she smiled through them as though they were as welcome to her as the news about what her sister had done.

“I came here to forgive Angeline for not being more like me!” Simone laughed. “Big, important me! Because I have been a pillar of the Jewish community in New York. My husband and I both. We have given money every year to Jewish causes, both here and abroad. So much money! Are we not so special!

“I am sure our money has gone to good use, of course. And the fancy galas we dress up for, those have been for good causes, too. We have flown to Jerusalem many times, to see Yad Vashem, the Holocaust museum. We have given money there, attended ceremonies. So significant are we! But have we taken a single person in off the street? Given them a job in our home, a meal at our table? Non, we have not.

“And meanwhile, Angeline! Pretending still to be French Canadian. Pretending still to be Roman Catholic. Pretending still to be ten years younger than she is so no one will think she saw any part of the war. Pretending none of what happened to us, to our family, actually happened. Pretending, even, that our family did not exist. No brothers and sisters for her, only fictional parents in Quebec.

“But so what? She has been helping while she has been pretending. Doing good things for real people. Giving them refuge. Food. Work. Pay. Companionship. I should not have come here to grant my sister forgiveness. I should have come here to ask for hers. I have judged her all these years for refusing to lead a life that is true to who she is, to what our family was. For refusing to honor them. And all this time, she has been honoring them far better than I.”





Chapter Forty

Markie and Simone sat for a long time in silence, holding hands, each of them weeping, lost in her own thoughts, until Lola came in. She approached Simone tentatively, and Markie could understand why; more than once, Markie had caught a glimpse of Simone and thought she was seeing Mrs. Saint. Simone seemed to understand, and wiping her eyes, she smiled at the little girl and held still while the child stood before her, scanning her from head to toe.

Finally, Simone said, “It is I, Simone, the sister of a woman who loved you very much. And I would very much enjoy a good-night hug. Could I have one?”

Lola nodded shyly and stepped forward, and Simone pulled her close and wrapped her arms around her.

“I can see why you were so important to her,” Simone whispered.

“Bedtime!” Patty called from the bottom of the stairs, and Simone released Lola, who turned to leave, but then she turned quickly back and hugged the older woman fiercely.

Letting go, the little girl pecked Simone on the cheek and said, “I loved her. And I love you!” She kissed Markie next. “And you!” she said, before running out of the room. Seconds later, Markie heard her thunder up the stairs, begging to delay her bedtime until after she had a bath.

Soon after, Bruce and Ronda came in to say goodbye before letting themselves out the side door. Markie offered to drive them, but they insisted they liked the bus. Jesse and Angel disappeared next, Jesse calling good night from the basement door before they clomped downstairs.

Markie heard the kitchen faucet running as Frédéric filled the glass of water he kept beside him during the night. Smiling ruefully, she thought about the day she moved in, when Mrs. Saint was rummaging through the moving boxes, looking for a glass so her “Fraydayrique” could get enough water. Markie thought about how annoyed she had been with the old woman that day. And the day she brought Angel over for “Chessie.” And the day she had been so bossy about Lola spending Halloween in the bungalow. And many, many other days.

It all seemed so harmless suddenly, seen in the light that Simone had cast on her sister. Markie had acted badly, she knew now. Had thought wrongly, taking her neighbor’s humble kindness and twisting it into something secretive and wicked. The woman had brought Jesse a dog because she thought he needed something to hug, for goodness’ sake! She had made sure he had the cable channels he wanted. She had arranged for him to have a job that would keep him away from his sketchy friends. She had provided him with a father figure.

And it wasn’t only Jesse she had helped. Before Markie had even made it out of the rental truck, Mrs. Saint had recognized her for the overwhelmed, overextended single mother that she was, and from that point on, she had lent Markie her paid employees to try to make her life easier. Frédéric and Bruce to help them move in. Ronda to provide snacks and ingredients. Bruce to do lawn work and gardening. Patty to help with the dog.

Markie had been incensed at the time. She had acknowledged that when it came to the Defectives, Mrs. Saint was actually trying to help, that the way the older woman had them all assisting one another with their jobs, looking out for one another, had truly been endearing. But Markie had always felt that when it came to her, the old woman was only trying to meddle. Only now, when it was too late, did she finally realize that Mrs. Saint had helped her as much as she had helped any of the others.

A split second after coming to this realization, Markie gasped. Oh my God! She helped me as much as she helped any of the others! And she didn’t only have the others helping one another, looking out for one another—she had them doing it for me, too! Markie had been thinking—stewing, really—since their meeting that morning with Mr. Schanbaum, about how Mrs. Saint had tried to trap her into being the new leader of the Defectives. She had assumed her bequest was a bribe to get her to stay on as Mrs. Saint’s replacement, the new protector of the group.

Now she saw the truth: the bungalow and money and college fund were nothing more than gifts from a woman who knew Markie lacked financial security and felt Jesse needed a father figure and a community. Mrs. Saint had been as generous with Markie as she had been with Frédéric and the others not because she had seen Markie as the new keeper of the Defectives, but because she had seen her as one of them.

And she had felt that, Markie now saw, from the very first day. From before the first day, in fact—from the day Markie had filled out the rental application and revealed her plummet from social, marital, professional, and financial grace. Markie had never been a savior, in Mrs. Saint’s view. She had always been a Defective.

Markie choked on the thought, and Simone’s head snapped up. “You are okay?” she asked, concerned.

“I . . . I . . .” Markie couldn’t think of how to explain. She didn’t want to admit to Simone what she had just discovered about herself, about how Mrs. Saint had seen her. But she decided to do it anyway, because Simone had told Markie more that night than Angeline ever had, and Markie felt it was only fair.

She felt the heat spread over her cheeks as she waited for Simone’s answer. She hardly knew Simone, and after the funeral, she might never see her again. But Markie was the woman who had allowed public humiliation to chase her away from her old town and into a dead-end job: she was not immune from other people’s view of her.

Simone put a hand on Markie’s and smiled. “Are we not all Defectives?” she said. “And can we not all be saviors?”





Chapter Forty-One

“I would like to show you the rest of these,” Simone said, putting a hand on the stack of photos sitting beside her. “I feel it is . . . right . . . that you see them. But I must check with Frédéric first.”

“Uh,” Markie said, unsure how to respond.

Before she could say more, Simone rose, and a moment later Markie heard murmurs from the family room. It sounded, from the tone and level of their voices, like Simone was trying to talk Frédéric into the idea and he was against it, but soon the voices calmed, and when Simone returned to the living room, Frédéric was behind her. He regarded the photos on the couch, gave Simone a last pleading look, and muttered something in French.

“It is time,” Simone said.

He sighed, then nodded, and she moved the photos and patted the small space beside her on the love seat.

“I prefer to stand,” he said.

“Very well,” she said, and held out the first photo for the three of them to see.

It was Mrs. Saint, radiant and youthful in a white wedding gown, her face tilted up as she smiled adoringly at her equally youthful new husband. Markie leaned closer to Simone to get a better look at the groom, who looked like a decades-younger version of the man standing stiffly, nervously, in the middle of the bungalow’s living room.

“What?” she said, and reached for the photo.

Simone let her take it, and Markie heard Frédéric’s sharp intake of breath as she flipped the picture over to read the back. EDOUARD ET ANGELINE, JOUR DE MARIAGE, 1953.

“You are Edouard!” Markie said, looking up at him with wide eyes as Frédéric’s trapped breath escaped in a long stream.

“Oui.”

“But why would she say you’re dead? Why would you live in the basement? Why wouldn’t you tell people you’re husband and wife? Why . . .” She stopped herself. There were too many whys to list.

Frédéric shifted uncomfortably, and Simone cleared her throat. “I have told about our beginnings, mine and Angeline’s,” she told him. “You can now tell the rest.”

“I do not think—” he started.

“I do,” Simone said. “And I believe she would, too.” Frédéric didn’t respond to Simone, but he turned back to Markie, and after a deep breath, he said, “I was dead to her. The man she married, who vowed to be true, died, in her mind. I . . . betrayed her. Many, many years ago, I had a brief affair with another woman. It was a terrible thing. It devastated her.”

He looked to the corner of the ceiling as though there were a film there, replaying the scene where she discovered his infidelity and fell to her knees, sobbing.

“We were trying to have children, and I destroyed all of that. She told me to leave, to never see her again, and that destroyed me. I was a cochon to her, but I needed her like I needed air. I fell apart on my own, without her, with the guilt of what I had done. I started to drink more and more. I had started this before the affair, to be true, but I am making no excuses. Alcohol did not cheat on my wife—I did.

“All I did was work and drink,” Frédéric said, and to Markie’s surprise, she saw Simone nod as though this part of his story was not new to her. “Until the drinking got too much and I lost my job. I had been a promising engineer with a beautiful wife, maybe children someday soon, and now I was renting a room in a house, passed out most of the day. Going nowhere.

“I stayed away, as she told me. But she heard things, and she came looking for me. She dragged me home and pointed to the basement stairs and told me I could stay as long as I did not drink. I quit right away. Well, with help. This was a condition she set: I had to promise to go to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings every day and to keep no alcohol in the house.

“I did not want to live there without making a contribution, so we agreed I would look after the house, the property. And when she began to bring in people to work for her, I served as the foreman, of a sort. Kept them organized. Kept them on the tasks that she set.”

“She went out and found you?” Markie asked. “After everything? And brought you home? She must have still loved you.”

Frédéric sighed. “She was careful to tell me it did not matter if she loved me anymore or not. She told me that when my parents allowed her family to hide in our barn, they did not love them, or like them, for that matter—they did not even know them. But they took them in anyway. Angeline told me she must do the same for me or it would be a dishonor to her parents for choosing our barn, for trusting our family with their little girls.”

“It was not only that,” Simone said. “Of course she still loved you. I do not believe she could have ever stopped. She had every bit as much need for you as you did for her.”

Frédéric smiled at his sister-in-law. “Perhaps. I would certainly like to believe that. But perhaps it is simply that she saw someone in need of help and wanted to provide it.”

Turning to Markie, he chuckled softly and said, “I was the original Defective, you might say.”

“Did she tell you about all this?” Markie asked Simone. “The affair, and . . . all of it?”

“Non. We were not talking, her and I. But him and I”—she nodded to her brother-in-law—“we have always kept in touch. Only maybe once per year, and not in any big detail. I did not know about these other people she has taken in, for one. But I knew he was in the basement, and I knew why. He told me this.”

Mouth open, Markie looked from Simone to Frédéric. She barely knew Simone, but she was amazed Frédéric would have kept up secret communications with someone without Mrs. Saint’s knowledge.

“What is it?” Frédéric asked, before she could turn away or erase the puzzled look from her face.

“I’m just a little surprised,” Markie said. “You two have been talking behind her back?”

Frédéric faltered, and Markie wished she could take her question back. He had confessed a major indiscretion. Did she need to point out a minor one?

“I’m sorry—” she began.

Simone cut her off. “I do not believe any of this was behind her back,” she said. “I think she knew. I think she expected it.”

“She would wonder aloud sometimes,” Frédéric said. “And I would posit a guess. ‘I suppose she married a wealthy man in New York.’ ‘I imagine they have had children.’ ‘I expect it was sons.’” He smiled at Simone. “She always listened intently, you know.”

“So it sounds like she did forgive you,” Markie said to Simone. “For whatever reason she thought you needed forgiveness. And even though she didn’t think forgiveness could be granted by a person . . .”

“She did not think she could be forgiven by a person,” Simone said. “She thought her sin, her disloyalty to our family, was too great for that. In her mind, this”—she gestured to Frédéric and the affair he had confessed to—“did not rise nearly to the level of what she had done.”

Frédéric agreed. “She blamed herself for my affair and for the drinking,” he said. “She said she had driven me to it by forcing me to hide my own past all these years. I told her of course that it was not the least bit true, but she remained convinced. Allowing me to live in the basement was in part her way of trying to make up for the wrong she felt she had done me.”

“But I don’t understand,” Markie said. “If she felt it was wrong, why did she continue the charade? Calling herself French Canadian. A Catholic.”

“She was not a simple woman, our Angeline,” Frédéric said, his eyes on Simone. “She felt it was the right thing to do for herself. But she knew it came with consequences. Painful ones. To her and also to other people.” He gestured to Simone, then himself.

“Why wouldn’t she have reached out to Simone years ago, then?” Markie asked him. “Why, if she was doing so much to try to make things up to you, would she not have done the same for her sister?”

“She was not without her faults,” Simone said. “But I am not without mine. I did not contact her when I heard that her marriage”—she gestured to Frédéric—“their marriage, had ended. I knew, and I could imagine how devastated she was, and yet I did not call or write. It was a big, terrible moment in her life, and her own sister did not offer solace.”

“You were still so angry with her for betraying your family,” Markie offered.

“Non,” Simone said. “If it were that, maybe I would feel a little justified, but at the time, I was not even thinking about that. I was thinking that a few months earlier I had asked her to come to my son’s bris. It was important to me to have her there.

“She is my only family, and he was my first boy, and I was feeling alone and weepy about such a significant event passing with only my husband’s family and our friends to see it. I wanted someone from my life. She did not come. She did not even respond. Later, of course, the same thing happened with my second son. And with both of their bar mitzvahs. I invite. She ignores.”

“She was worried people would tell,” Frédéric said. “People would see her there and immediately know she was Simone’s sister. And word would get back here. Her past would be exposed.”

“Would word have gotten all the way back here, though?” Markie asked.

“This is what I told her,” Frédéric said. “That I could not imagine the identity of the mother’s sister would be a topic of conversation. But Simone speaks truth when she says Angeline was not without her faults. She had a very inflated view of her own importance.

“She assumed if she showed up in New York, all eyes would be on her and all mouths would talk about her. It did not occur to her that these events—the bris for each, the two bar mitzvahs—would remain about the children. She feels every event she attends is about her.”

“So,” Markie said to Simone, “you were upset with her for a few reasons. I can understand that. She wasn’t there for you when you needed her, so when you heard about her marriage, you didn’t jump at the chance to be there for her. It’s sad it happened, but I don’t think you should blame yourself so much.”

“She hid her true identity,” Simone said. “And she was not a good aunt, a good sister, when it came time to be. But he . . .” She looked up at Frédéric, smiling. “Her dear, beloved Edouard. He understood her. Accepted her decision, even if he didn’t agree with it. Stuck by her. While I did not.

“I reached out when I wanted something from her. I did not reach out, ever, to offer her something—my support about her marriage, my understanding about how she had chosen to live her life, my apology for not understanding sooner. She was selfish, but so was I. I was no better a sister than she was.”

Simone hung her head, and Markie was filled with sorrow for the two sisters, having spent all of these years apart when they were both in such pain. Before Markie could express it, Simone touched the final two pictures in her lap and looked at Frédéric for permission. He nodded, and Simone handed one of them to Markie.

It was Frédéric—Edouard—as a young man in his midtwenties. He was about Patty’s age, Markie guessed, and if the photograph weren’t old, if his clothes weren’t from a different era, if his hair weren’t cropped short, she would have thought the picture was of Patty herself.

“Wha—?” Markie held the picture out to Frédéric, her expression a question.

“Show her the other,” he said to Simone.

Simone handed Markie the final picture. It was Frédéric/Edouard at around eight. The spitting image of Lola.

“You had an affair with Carol?”

“She was a young waitress at a place near my office,” he said, glancing from Markie to Simone, who was leaning forward, listening intently. She had clearly not heard this part of the story before.

“We went all the time for lunch, a group of us. One day I stayed after the others to finish a report. It was a tough time for me at the office. I was working all the time, trying to get a promotion, trying to balance so many projects so I could impress my boss. I had taken on too much and could not admit this.

“She asked if I wanted coffee, and I asked for a scotch instead. She brought one for me and one for herself and sat with me while I finished the report. Her shift was over. I don’t know what came over me that day, but I stayed all afternoon, drinking with her. I was two days late with the report, and it was filled with mistakes because I was too busy drinking and flirting to think about my job.

“Or my wife. I offered to drive her home and . . .” He shook his head. “I cannot blame the liquor. I simply was not myself that day. I have no excuse for this. I did not see her again for over a year. I stopped going to that restaurant immediately. And then one day, I saw her near a shop by my office. I was walking out with some things I had bought, and she was on the sidewalk, pushing a stroller with a baby girl inside. My baby girl.

“She let me give her money, but she would not let me see the baby after that day. I begged her, but she was insistent—I was never to go near my child. That was when I lost . . . everything. My mind. My discipline over alcohol. My focus at work. My wife. Angeline could tell something was wrong with me, and she would ask me over and over what it was, what she could do to fix it. When I finally told her, she . . .” He grimaced. “It was terrible. Not a thing I could ever forget.”

“But somehow you managed to keep track of the baby,” Markie said. “Of Patty.”

“Non,” Frédéric said. “I did not. Her mother never changed her mind on it.”

“Then how . . . ?”

“Angeline. She was working at a food pantry some years ago. Five, I guess it was now. And she saw Patty, with little Lola, waiting in line. And she knew.”

“She did? Because I don’t think you look all that much alike now. I can see it in these old photos, but I’ve seen the three of you together . . . how many times in the past few months? And I’ve never noticed a resemblance.”

“Ah yes,” Frédéric said, “but Angeline knew me when I was younger.”

“So she recognized Patty and brought her home?” Markie asked. “Even though the affair ruined your marriage?”

“Le Chambon,” Simone said. Frédéric nodded. “And, also, I believe, out of guilt for her insistence that I go along with her story and never tell anyone my own.”

“So she brought you your daughter instead,” Markie said. “Because she felt guilty about making you hide your past.”

“Oui,” Frédéric said. “At least, this is my belief. To this day, we have never discussed the fact that Patty is my daughter, Lola my granddaughter. I think Angeline thought I did not know. She told me about this young woman and her child who she had met, how the woman seemed in trouble. She had a crazy mother, one always involved with drugs.”

“She recognized the resemblance, but she didn’t think you would?” Markie asked.

Frédéric shrugged. “Angeline always felt she knew more and better than everyone else.”

Markie tried not to smile, but when Simone burst out laughing, she couldn’t help joining, and soon Frédéric was smiling, too.

“More true words were not spoken before, I think,” Simone said.

“Does Patty know?” Markie asked.

“I do not believe so,” Frédéric said. “I cannot think of why Angeline would tell her. She knew that Carol did not want me near my daughter. I believe if Patty found out who I was and told Carol she had found me, Carol would have forbidden them from ever coming over again.

“I think Angeline believed this as well. I think she kept the truth from Patty to protect me from losing my child again. And to protect Patty and Lola from losing us. We have been the steady hands in their lives.”

Markie nodded slowly, and despite herself, despite how exasperated she had been with her secret-keeping, sneaky, pushy neighbor since the day they met, she felt her mouth curving into a smile as she looked up to where Frédéric was standing. It was the same place Mrs. Saint had stood on move-in day, Frédéric to her right and Bruce to her left.

Markie had been annoyed by the old woman already by then; she had pushed into the house while Markie was away, rummaged in Markie’s moving boxes for a glass, elicited personal information from Jesse, and made it known she felt it was a mistake they didn’t own a dog. Markie had vowed to herself that day that she was not going to let some irascible old Frenchwoman barge into her house on a regular basis and try to exert influence over her life.

That she would not accept one more offer of help from the pushy old woman, or from any of her employees, and that she didn’t plan on helping them, either. That she wasn’t going to get involved, because she didn’t need any of them, and neither did Jesse. That they were fine, the two of them, keeping to themselves with their frozen dinners in their separate rooms, and that’s how things would remain.

Markie smiled wider as she imagined Mrs. Saint in heaven, standing primly in her St. John suit and her pearl earrings and heels, God and her parents and brother and sister at her side as she peered down into the bungalow, raised her fists in the air, and said, “Och! Can you believe this one, thinking she knew better than me?”





Epilogue

“Good morning, Markie!” Frédéric called from the open door of the screened porch as Markie stepped from the bungalow onto the patio.

From a chair on the other side of the screen, the shadowy form of Patty rasped, “Hey, neighbor.”

Markie called a greeting back as she made her way across both lawns and up the steps to the porch. She reached up to kiss Frédéric’s cheek as she passed through the door. “Lovely day, isn’t it? Finally, some warmth!” She tugged at the hood of her sweatshirt. “Don’t think I need this after all.”

“Indeed,” Frédéric said. “I have been admiring the garden. Finally, the beginnings of flowers.” He gestured to some newly sprouted growth bordering the fence. “She loved this time of year. All the color, the new life, after months of drab and cold.”

Markie squeezed his arm. “I’m not surprised. She was the opposite of dull and lifeless. Hey, did Jesse tell you yesterday? He aced another history test. I really should be paying you for this.”

“You are,” he said. “My granddaughter is now in the second-highest reading group in her class, thanks to your boy.” Jesse had long since paid his debt to the Levins, but he was still walking Lola to and from school, and helping her with her homework. He refused to let Frédéric pay him for either.

“So I heard,” Markie said, looking from him to Patty and smiling. “Congratulations.”

“Not so fast,” Patty said. “She’ll be smarter than me soon, and I don’t know if I need that.”

“Of course, this is not at all true,” Frédéric said, taking the chair to Patty’s right.

To Patty’s left sat Kyle, who, at Frédéric and Markie’s urging, had recently taken over Frédéric’s roles as overseer of employees and general handyman responsible for both properties. Frédéric was too old for the job, he told Kyle, and he wanted to spend more time with Lola. He was eager to hire someone to replace him, so he was thrilled when Markie told him about Kyle’s construction experience. Kyle had resisted at first, worrying aloud that he lacked the work ethic to adequately fill the older man’s shoes. He had a long history of letting people down, he said. He didn’t want to disappoint his ex-wife and son again, or the people who had become so important to them.

Frédéric gestured to the bungalow and the rebuilt home on the other side of the fence and said, “In these two houses, we believe in second chances.” Markie nodded her agreement, and when Kyle asked if there was really enough work to justify a full-time salary, she said, “Actually, I’ve been thinking it could be a good idea to rebuild the garage and put an apartment on top. Seems like the kind of job that could keep a builder and his teenage helper busy for a long time.”

Kyle’s daily presence hadn’t made Trevorandtheguys disappear, but a few weeks earlier, Jesse had brought Glenn home, a well-mannered boy who, Jesse told his mother later, was on the honor roll and student council and had plans to go to law school. Kyle put the two boys to work for a while and then took them to dinner, and Jesse told Markie after that it was the best afternoon he’d had in a long time. Glenn had come back several times since, enough that although Markie still cringed when she saw the name Trevor light up on Jesse’s phone screen, she was feeling hopeful, if not entirely confident, about the path her son would ultimately choose.

Now Markie took the porch seat next to her ex-husband and exchanged good mornings with him and Patty before asking if there had been any word from Carol. Patty’s mother had been rushed to the hospital after an overdose weeks earlier, and when Patty and Lola tried to visit, a nurse informed them Carol had requested they not be allowed into her room. They had driven her to the overdose by abandoning her for other people, Carol claimed, and she feared seeing their traitorous faces would push her to OD again.

Lola was crushed, while Patty, who had dealt regularly with her mother’s silent treatments, was incensed. She returned on her own the following day to let her mother know she needed to stop her passive-aggressive tantrum immediately, for her granddaughter’s sake. But when she arrived, the nurse informed her Carol had had a male visitor in the morning, and she had (against medical advice) walked out with him, refusing to leave a phone number or address. Since then, Carol hadn’t answered Patty’s calls or come to the door on the many occasions her daughter had gone to her apartment to check on her.

“Still nothing,” Patty said.

“She will turn up,” Frédéric said. “I believe this.”

“I’m sure that’s right,” Markie said as she produced a jar of jam from the pocket of her sweatshirt and set it on the coffee table. “Thought we could use more. Raspberry this time, like Bruce requested.” She checked her watch. “Where are they, anyway?”

“Ronda has burned the tops of the muffins,” Frédéric said. “Bruce is helping her cut them off. We will have muffin bottoms and jam today, if this is acceptable.”

“Sounds good to me,” Kyle said.

“Me too,” Markie said. “Listen, Frédéric, Simone called me last night. She couldn’t reach you. She wanted to know if they should book hotel rooms—”

“Non!” Frédéric said. “Certainly not! They can stay here, with the girls and me. We insist!” Turning to Patty, he said, “Do we not?”

“Mais oui,” Patty said, a hand on his arm. “Of course we do.”
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