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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Cornelia

            My mother is a garden.

            
            My father is a street overlaid with gold on that day in fall when all the ginkgoes drop their leaves at once. My husband,
               Teo, is a salt marsh soaked in dawn and the Blue Ridge from a distance and our backyard and the star-riddled night sky in
               the desert. My stepson, Dev, is a shining creek running through woods. My friend Viviana is a rooftop museum café. Her daughter,
               my almost daughter, Clare, is a meadow: bee balm–starred, fringed with goldenrod, milkweed floss skirting the grass tips like
               ghosts. My sister, Ollie, is a laboratory, gleaming. My brothers are both beaches in July. My friend Piper is a kitchen, immaculate,
               with white cabinets, white marble countertops, and oversize appliances that beam like the moon. My children. Oh, my children.
               Rose and Simon. My children are everywhere I am or have ever been or have ever dreamed of going.
            

            
            When I was a kid, I assumed everyone’s brain did this nifty trick: conflating people with places. And then in fourth grade,
               in the middle of class, in a preamble to answering God-only-knows-what question, I piped up, “You know how people are places
               and when you’re with them, it’s like you’re in the place or, you know, you go to the place and the place is them?” and then paused before continuing to look expectantly at my fellow nine-year-olds only to find that they did not, in fact, know and could not even imagine, and thus learned that the people/place thing is my own little weirdness. Like most of my weirdnesses, I can’t help it. It’s reflexive, immediate, more synesthesia than simile. When I hear my brother’s name “Cam,” I picture his face, yes, hear his big, sunburst laugh laughing, usually at me, but also, a little window in my brain opens out on yellow sand blooming with umbrellas; white lifeguard stands; dipping, looping kites; the ocean green as a bottle. 

            
            My mother is a garden.

            
            A mild, Upper South garden where butterflies clap their wings in the lavender. You can picture it; I know you can. Clouds
               of asters. Riots of roses. Shaggy peonies staked into perfect posture. Espaliered magnolia against the garage wall. Delphinium
               spires, the blue of which . . . well, you know that blue, don’t you?—the one that makes you want to climb inside it and live
               out all your days. In the garden that is my mother, there is always a trellis strung with morning glories. There is always
               a mockingbird in a tree.
            

            
            What my mother, Ellie Brown, is not, not in the slightest bit, is a place where you could plant your boots on snow crust or
               a frozen lake, tip your head—in its tasseled and probably also ear-flapped hat—back, and watch the northern lights. I am not
               entirely sure where those places are, except for very far away. Iceland? Finland? Lapland? I’m not even sure if the northern
               lights are something you watch or merely look at: Do they waver and ripple or just stand still and shine? But I do know that
               she has nothing to do with any of it, with snowfields or ice floes, with fjords or reindeer or auroras, with any place where
               people believe in elves. In the garden that is my mother, there are four equal, equally undramatic seasons. And I can see
               how you might think this all sounds a tad crazy, but I swear if you met her, within five minutes of meeting her, two minutes,
               you’d know exactly what I mean.
            

            
            But there she was, in her hospital bed in the rehab center, just out of a physical therapy session, with her spindly hands—never had I thought of them as spindly before, but now they were—kneading the edge of the quilt we’d brought from home, light from the westward-facing window illuminating the tears spilling, spilling, spilling down her tired face—tired in that taut, wasted, frightened way it always looked after a long physical therapy session—her eyes sunstruck with grief and staring straight into mine, pleading, “Bring me the northern lights. Would you please, Cornelia? Bring them to me? I can’t believe I left them.” 

            
            And because none of this, not the request or the halting, blurred-edged voice she gave it in, not the exhaustion or the crying
               or the regret or the worrying hands or the northern lights, had a single thing to do with the mother I had known for my entire
               life up until the past eight weeks, I, too, behaved in a way I never had before, at least never toward her: I got down on
               my knees beside the bed, gently unlatched my mother’s fingers from the quilt, kissed her hands, pressed them between my own,
               and said, “Tell me how.”
            

            
            She was my mother and she wanted the northern lights; I was her daughter and would have given her anything, anything.

            
            We almost lost her.

            
             

            I was standing in my kitchen unpacking a load of groceries that had just been delivered, while my friend and neighbor Piper commandeered a counter stool like Cleopatra—if Cleopatra had shopped at Talbots and scorned eyeliner—on her throne, watching me, although “watching” was far too benign a word for what Piper was doing. So are “scrutinizing,” “surveying,” “peering,” and “eyeballing.” “Glaring” comes closer. Piper’s eyes were lovely, round, and the blue of June skies and forget-me-nots and truth, but they could tear, raptor-like, into a guileless bunch of bananas with a single glance and rend them limb from limb. 

            
            “This,” Piper pronounced, stabbing her finger at the bananas. “This is what happens when you let those feckless barbarians at the grocery store do the choosing for you.”
            

            
            I dangled the bananas from two fingers.

            
            “What this?” I said. “This is not a this. It’s just a bunch of bananas. Also, remember how we don’t call people barbarians? Remember
               how that’s not okay to do?”
            

            
            “In what sick, twisted universe do three bananas make a bunch? (A). And (B) they’re overripe. Look at those spotted peels.
               Inside, they’ll be bruised mush covered with strings. You watch.”
            

            
            “They’re fine.”

            
            “They’re garbage. May as well take them out back and stick them in your ridiculous grinder right now.”

            
            “It’s a composter, Pipe,” I said. “It doesn’t grind. Not everything with a handle that turns grinds. It tumbles.”

            
            “Maybe,” said Piper, shrugging.

            
            “Definitely,” I said.

            
            “All I know is it’s garbage rotting in your yard. But let’s put that aside for the moment.”

            
            “It’s in a container,” I said. “It’s contained.”

            
            “Since when do you buy orange juice with no pulp in a plastic jug, may I ask?”

            
            “Are you asking if you can ask? Because: no.”

            
            “Since never. And I guarantee you those salmon filets were in the prewrapped fish section. They did not come out of the seafood
               case. The fish woman wraps them in brown paper; those are not wrapped in brown paper.”
            

            
            I wanted to remind Piper that we did not call people “fish women,” that it was not okay to do that, but I couldn’t right at that moment think of what else in the world those women would be called, so instead I said, “How can that possibly matter?” 

            
            “I can almost promise that salmon was not properly iced. You’ll probably get salmonella, all of you, the entire family.”

            
            I smiled.

            
            “Is that funny?” said Piper. “Salmonella?”

            
            “Sam-monella.”
            

            
            Piper threw up her manicured hands.

            
            “Other people shouldn’t choose your food,” said Piper. “They make stupid choices and then they manhandle it and then they
               shove it into a bag and who knows how long it sits in their car after that. Their car or—what do you call it—their van, for God’s sake, with, what, some kind of logo on the side. Do they put the air-conditioning on in the back of the van? Do those kinds of vans even have air-conditioning in the back?
               We have no way of knowing, do we?”
            

            
            “Delivery vans,” I said. “So distasteful, yet shrouded in mystery.”

            
            “You know what I’m saying. People should go to the store and do their own shopping.”

            
            I set the trio of bananas on the counter and looked at them. Piper was right. They were freckled. They were soft. I sighed
               and lifted my gaze to meet Piper’s.
            

            
            “I can’t.”

            
            “You can’t what?”

            
            “I tried. I keep trying. I drive there and sit in my car and imagine being inside that giant store, waiting in the checkout
               line. And I can’t do it. I can’t go in.”
            

            
            We sat with this, with my inability to enter a grocery store, for a few seconds, and then Piper said, “Well, of course you
               can’t.”
            

            
            She lifted her right hand, moved it in my direction so her arm was completely extended, and then set the hand down on the countertop. She didn’t expect me to hold it or give it a squeeze. She expected me to not, under any circumstance, hold it or give it a squeeze, would’ve been mortified if I had, but I recognized the gesture for what it was: a Piper hug. Then, Piper lifted her hand and slapped the counter. 

            
            “Okay! I’ll do your shopping for you. I’ll make Carter go with me and push the second cart. I’ve been thinking I should teach
               him how to shop before he goes to college,” she said.
            

            
            “Carter’s fourteen,” I said. “He just started ninth grade.”

            
            “The child is not a quick study, takes after his father that way. Don’t get me wrong: Carter is at least eight million times smarter than Kyle. Algae is smarter than Kyle, but Carter’s legitimately bright and sweet as he can be. You just couldn’t
               call him quick.”
            

            
            Piper’s ex-husband, Kyle, had never struck me as particularly stupid or particularly smart or particularly anything apart
               from smooth and shiny and monotonous. If Kyle were a place, he’d be one of those moving sidewalks at the airport.
            

            
            “Still,” I said. “Four years.”

            
            “Enough time to at least scratch the surface.”

            
            “The surface of grocery shopping.” I smiled at her as I lifted a head of lettuce out of a bag. “Thank you.”

            
            She swatted my thanks away in annoyance. “It won’t be forever.”

            
            Because I couldn’t in all honesty agree with this assessment, although I hoped with my whole soul she was right, I tossed
               the lettuce into the air like a basketball and caught it.
            

            
            “If you actually ordered that, this friendship is over,” said Piper.

            
            “Why do you think they call it iceberg?” I said. “It’s round.”

            
            My phone started to ring. Piper recoiled.

            
            “Who would be calling you?” she said. “What kind of maniac calls people?”
            

            
            “And green,” I continued, eyeing the head of lettuce. “Actually, not that green.”

            
            I picked up my phone, saw the caller’s name, and my breath skidded to a halt inside my chest. Like Piper, both my parents believed that calling someone’s cell phone unannounced was the equivalent of banging on their door in the dead of night just to say hello. They weren’t texters, either, not conversational texters; they called but always texted first to schedule a convenient time. Always. I answered. 

            
            “Dad,” I said, “everything okay?”

            
            “She’s alive,” he said. His voice was high and rushed. “I just want to say that to you first. No one here has died.”

            
             

            She had been leaning over to pull weeds from the edge of a stranger’s yard, which for her would have been a long and careful
               process, no mere, superficial yank. When it comes to weeds, my mother is deliberate, eagle-eyed, and murderous, a sniper.
               She goes for the taproot, if weeds have such a thing as taproots, a fact I would know if I had followed, even for a few steps,
               in my mother’s gardening-clog footsteps, which I had not done. I can imagine her in the foggy early morning, her fingers burrowing
               deep into the soil, pale pink manicure be damned. She had been out for her morning walk, had leaned over to pull the weeds,
               when a car jumped the curb, hit her, and kept going. We knew this because there’d been a witness, a young man named Landon
               Smith. He’d been delivering newspapers, tossing them from his car window. He had tossed a paper, then turned back to drive
               to the next house and saw it happen.
            

            
            “It jumped the curb and hit her and kept going. It was so quiet. Just this thump in the fog.”

            
            It’s what he’d told the police officer. When he said it, he was crying, wiping his face and then looking at his wet hand, like people do when they aren’t used to crying. That’s what the police officer told my dad, in those exact words, and it was all so odd and kind and human: Landon crying and staring at his hand, the police officer including this detail, my dad in turn including the detail in his recounting of the awful thing that had befallen his wife, I knew I would never forget if I lived to be a thousand. 

            
            “She was hit by a car?” I said to my father on the phone.

            
            “No, no,” he said, and I could hear the wince in his voice. “Not hit, I don’t think. They were driving slowly. Bumped. A glancing bump. But you know, she’s just very small.”
            

            
            I did know, but it was a thing you could forget about my mother, with her brisk certainty, her state of constant and efficient
               motion, her crisp voice and laser gaze. My mother is tiny, like I am, five feet tall, narrow with practically nonexistent
               bones, and still, she takes up a lot of space in this world; she stands tall. But Landon Smith hadn’t seen her standing, so
               at first he’d thought she was a child, maybe ten or eleven, lying facedown in the dewy grass in her walking sneakers.
            

            
             

            By the time I’d hung up the phone, Piper had finished putting away the groceries and there were four packed overnight bags
               for me, Teo, Rose, and Simon lined up next to the back door. I had been on the phone for roughly twenty minutes, yet I knew
               that each bag would contain clothing items for every weather contingency; Rose’s would include whatever book had been sitting
               on her bedside table; Simon’s the notebook where he kept his sports’ stats (MLB, NBA, NFL, ACC, and whatever other three-letter,
               ball-involved acronyms might exist) and his eyeless, threadbare stuffed dalmatian named (by Simon at two years old) Pothead.
               If Piper had not folded sheets of tissue paper into Teo’s ironed dress shirts, it was only because we didn’t have a packet
               of tissue paper squirreled away in a closet of our house for just this purpose, an oversight I knew Piper would remedy on
               her very next visit.
            

            
            I dropped, shaking, into a kitchen chair, struggling to catch my breath. Piper placed a cup of steaming tea—paper-thin disc of lemon drifting on its surface because her friend Cornelia liked lemon in her tea and Piper would be damned if she didn’t have her tea exactly as she liked it—on the table, and then she stood before me, backed by light coming through the windows of the French doors, ablaze with love and fury, her hands in fists on her hips, her blond bob incandescent. 

            
            “Your mother will be fine, do you hear me? One hundred percent fine. Because this is too much,” she said. “It is one thing
               too many, and I won’t have it. I will not have it. Your mother will be fine.”
            

            
             

            Teo came home and we all drove down to Virginia, and in the hospital, I saw my father and then, later, my mother. That’s it, all the description I can manage. Language is basically my religion, always has been, and my storytelling style has forever been marked (or marred, depending on who you ask) by leaps and ambles and asides and tangles and tangents. My stories take the long way home. And prior to composing the above sentence about the drive and the hospital, I would say that I had never distilled an entire experience—even an insignificant one, which this one was not; it signified and signified and signified—into a single sentence, but that wouldn’t be accurate. I didn’t distill anything; that flat, lusterless little sentence was built, word by painful word; I laid it like bricks, heavy ones, the kind that strain your back and bruise your hands. For the second time in six weeks, and for possibly the second time in more than forty years, I lived a thing—people I loved lived a thing—I could not instinctively put words to. Could not. Would not. Standing in that hospital room after the first of two surgeries my mother would have, Teo just outside the door, talking to the doctor, my mother there, too—there and also not there—I felt that words were unreachable. That’s what I said to myself. But the truth is I didn’t try to reach for them; it would have been like touching fire. 

            
            There are some pains that evade shape and order. What had happened in the checkout line of that, not quite a grocery store,
               what they call a big-box store—the one I will never enter again—six weeks earlier was one; my mother in the hospital room
               was another.
            

            
             

            The day after we arrived, I opened the door of my parents’ house to find a man and a woman standing on the front steps. They
               looked to be about my parents’ age or maybe older, and it wasn’t Sunday, but they were dressed for church. The man wore a
               suit; the woman wore a cream-colored tweed skirt and low beige pumps with a T-strap; her blouse had a pattern of violets and
               a bow at the neck. A rectangular beige pocketbook dangled from her wrist. At first glance, they looked like the “nice elderly
               couple” from central casting. At second glance, though, I saw their faces, which were stricken.
            

            
            “We didn’t know,” said the woman, beginning to weep. “Not until this morning when we read about it in the paper. We thought
               it was just the bump of going over the curb. We would never have left her. We are so sorry. Oh, when I think of her lying
               there—”
            

            
            The man took a white folded handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to his wife. She pressed it to one cheek and then the
               other.
            

            
            “I’m Thomas Hall and this is my wife, Katie Hall,” said the man. “We live just a few miles from here. We were going to visit
               our kids up in Baltimore, so we wanted an early start. But we shouldn’t have gone out in the damn fog. It was damn stupid
               of us. Terrible call. I’ll not soon forgive myself for that. I will not.”
            

            
            “Oh,” I said.

            
            Thomas Hall smoothed his red tie with one hand and placed his other hand on Katie Hall’s waist.

            
            “We are heading to the police station to turn ourselves in,” he said. “But we wanted to stop here first to say we are responsible
               for your family’s hardship, and we’re just sick about it.”
            

            
            “Yes, we are,” said his wife, her eyes brimming again. “I hope it’s all right that we came by. After we read the article,
               I called my neighbor Eloise, who I remembered knows your mother from garden club, and she took the liberty of telling us your
               address. We maybe should not have come barging in on you in your hour of distress, but we just had to. Please know we are
               holding your mother in the Light, just as hard as we can.”
            

            
            “Thank you,” I said.

            
            If there was something else I should have said in that situation, some more apt response to Thomas and Katie Hall, who had
               bumped my mother with their car and then materialized on my doorstep, I could not for the life of me imagine what it was.
            

            
            I pictured the two of them getting dressed for this solemn occasion, dignifying their confession—this one and the one to come—with
               a tie and wing tips, with heels and a matching handbag and a blouse with violets. I pictured Thomas knotting his tie in front
               of a mirror, Katie taking care with the bow at her throat, her fingers shaking just as they were shaking now. Then, I pictured
               her ironing his handkerchief, and something already rickety inside me broke, shattered and fell to flinders, and I started
               crying, gulping, helpless, heaving, core-of-your-body crying like I hadn’t cried in ages. I stepped out and pulled the door
               shut so my children wouldn’t hear me, then leaned back against the door and quaked with sobs. Katie reached out and touched
               my shoulder, then ran a hand over my short hair.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” I said, gasping, “I didn’t mean to do this.”

            
            “Nonsense,” said Katie. “You cry all you want. When it comes to our parents being hurt or sick, we’re all kids, aren’t we?”

            
            “It’s just that it’s so like her,” I said. “So exactly like her.”

            
            And the woman said, “Yes, of course it is,” even though she couldn’t have known what I meant, and if she had, would have certainly
               thought I was slightly deranged, although I knew she would sweetly chalk up my rantings to stress or exhaustion. Because that
               would be so like Katie Hall, so exactly like her.
            

            
            But I knew what I meant, knew that deranged or not, I was right: leave it to my mother, Ellie Brown, to get injured by the
               nicest people to ever darken a doorstep, to sustain breaks and dislocations and a terrible concussion in a manner adding nothing
               to the world’s stockpile of rage (because not even avenging angel Piper could get mad at these two), and to hand her stressed,
               exhausted, soul-jarred, woebegone younger daughter, a woman at the end of her rope, a little more rope and a chance at giving—and
               getting—grace.
            

            
            “Can you do something?” I asked. “For my mother?”

            
            “Anything under the sun,” avowed Thomas.

            
            “Do not, whatever else you do—and I mean I really need you to promise—do not go to the police station and turn yourselves
               in.”
            

            
            Thomas drew back; he looked stunned.

            
            “But it’s the right thing to do,” said Thomas.

            
            “It isn’t, though,” I said. “Maybe in some moral universe, a lot of moral universes even, it would be. I can see that; I really
               can. But not in this one. In Ellie Brown’s universe, it would be the exact wrong thing to do.”
            

            
            “I just don’t see how—” said Thomas, shaking his head.

            
            “Is it what she would want?” said Katie. “For us not to? Truly?”

            
            “I swear it is,” I said.

            
            “What about our checking in with you about her?” asked Katie. “From time to time. I might be wrong to ask such a thing, but
               would there be room for that in your mother’s universe?”
            

            
            “So much room,” I told her. “Acres and acres. Or—what are pieces of universe called?”

            
            “Solar systems,” said Katie. “Galaxies.”

            
            “Galaxies and galaxies,” I said.

            
             

            They called it sundowning.

            
            A pretty word for a not-pretty thing: those near-daily bouts of confusion my mother experienced in the rehab center, usually
               in the early evening. Asking, always politely, where she was and why someone had brought her there. Mistaking a nurse for
               my brother Toby: “Jasper is too young to be on a surfboard, Tobias. I know you don’t want my advice, but there it is.” Answering
               questions about gardening that her physical therapist had never asked: “The problem with your Virginia bluebells is they’re
               woodland, they like shade. You should replant them around that big oak in your backyard.” Pleading for her daughter to bring
               her, please, please, oh please, Cornelia, the entire swirled, pleated, satiny, draped, and iridescent majesty of the aurora borealis.
            

            
            After the first time the sundowning happened while I was with her, I sent a text to my family’s sibling chat, a chat that
               had included my sister Ollie only since my mother’s accident. Prior to that, multiple times, Ollie had been added, had stayed
               for a few days without making a peep, and then had removed herself after a friendly little sign-off like: Gotta get off this, guys. You should, too. Total waste of time.

            
            
               
                  
                     Cornelia: Today, Mom asked if I wanted her to take in my homecoming dress.
                     

                     Cam: Like to Goodwill? Nice thought but you were two feet tall in high school. Who would buy that?
                     

                     Toby: Someone dressing a squirrel maybe. A child squirrel.
                     

                     Cam: And hold on, did you even ever get asked to homecoming?
                     

                     Cornelia: YES, I DID. Senior year, anyway. And no, idiots. She mentioned darts. Running in some darts.
                     

                     Toby: Harsh. Go run in some darts and then play in the traffic, honey.
                     

                     Cornelia: It’s SEWING. And Mom doesn’t even sew. Plus, I don’t need a homecoming dress. I’m not sixteen.
                     

                     Cam: 18 you mean. 16 was you sitting home on homecoming night, remember?
                     

                     Toby: And every night.
                     

                     Cornelia: I’m just going to give you two galoots a minute or an hour and wait for what I just told you to sink in.
                     

                     Cam: Oh shit.
                     

                     Toby: But Mom’s never had dementia. She has, I don’t know, what’s the opposite of dementia?
                     

                     Cam: She’s like hyper clearheaded. Nothing gets past her, not even when you want it to.
                     

                     Cornelia: It’s something that can happen to older people sometimes when they stay in the hospital for a while. They have confusion,
                        often in the evenings. It’s called sundowning.
                     

                     Ollie: Or hospital delirium. Sundowning is a stupid and unscientific term. And often not accurate.
                     

                     Cornelia: Thanks, Ollie. I think the sundowning will go away when she comes home. I hope.
                     

                     Cam: It better.
                     

                     Toby: It will. Definitely will. She’d never put up with it not.
                     

                     Cam: It’s kind of funny though. Typical Mom. Other sundowners are probably cussing out the doctors or howling at the moon.
                     

                     Toby: Haha. And Mom’s version of a werewolf is to turn into someone who thinks Cornelia actually got invited to homecoming.
                     

                  

               

            
             

            My sojourn at my parents’ house had begun with my coming down on the weekends, but then one Friday, I told Teo I thought it
               would be better if I stayed.
            

            
            “Not forever,” I added quickly.

            
            My husband smiled at me. I had known Teo Sandoval since I was four years old—so forty years (forty years)—and his smile still felt like a revelation every time I saw it. His mouth, period, was a gift, but his smile was a waterfall
               and a row of streetlamps coming on at once and a perfect grilled cheese sandwich all in a single flash.
            

            
            “Well, that’s a relief,” he said.

            
            “They need me,” I said. “My dad might be a doctor, but hospitals make him sad, at least hospitals that have my mom in them.
               And the rehab hospital, too. The rehab hospital more. It’s the sundowning. He can’t bear to see her like that, but he also hates leaving her alone in those moments. Plus, he needs
               me to keep everyone else informed about what’s happening; you know how he doesn’t text. I’m—what do you call it—the eyes on
               the ground.”
            

            
            “They’re my favorite eyes,” said Teo.

            
            “I know you all need me, too,” I said, although as I listened to myself say it, I could tell I didn’t sound convinced. I didn’t
               add “Even though I let you all down so grievously, back there in the checkout line of that damned, damned, accursed big-box
               store,” but I could tell Teo heard it anyway.
            

            
            “We do. You’re the love of our lives,” he said. “And you take the best care of all of us. But we can let you go for a little while. They’re your parents.” 

            
            Argh, I couldn’t do it. I thought it would be better for everyone if I did it (a little sidestep, a little whitewash), but
               I couldn’t. I couldn’t stand there and feed this good man a half-truth, even though the whole would hurt him to hear and me
               to say. I couldn’t have him thinking I was just a kind and altruistic daughter. As terribly imperfect a wife and mother and
               woman as I’d turned out to be, I wasn’t as lost as all that.
            

            
            I thought about how it was to be my mother, to be a person so rooted, a person whose sense of home ran so deep, that being
               away from home—night after night, going to bed, morning after morning, waking up somewhere else—caused you to lose your place
               in the story of your life. Displaced you. I used to be a person like that—just weeks ago I was. But not now, not anymore.
            

            
            The point wasn’t only to be there; it was also to not be here.

            
            But how could I tell Teo what I felt? “Even when I’m in the same room with my children, even when I’m holding them, I am far,
               far away.” Or “The difference is that my mother is healing; her broken bones are knitting back together like a film in rewind,
               and I’m helping that happen. But here the film just plays the same moment over and over and over, and I can’t fix a single
               thing.” Or “I need an escape from all of this impossible love, this piercing, shattering, disorganized, powerless love.”
            

            
            Who could say such things? Just to think them made me a traitor to everyone and everything I loved. Maybe a braver woman would
               have just hauled off and said them, but, as everyone now knew, I was not a braver woman.
            

            
            Instead, I said other true things. True but easier.

            
            “It’s not just that I want to help my parents. It’s that I haven’t been myself for so long, ever since, well— And I feel like a fraud being here when I’m not who you all think I am. I need to figure out how to get back to being the person who deserves all of you because there has to be a way, right?” 

            
            “Cor,” said Teo. “Stop with deserve. What does deserving have to do with anything? We belong to each other, the four of us.
               But you need to feel at home here again. And of course there’s a way to do that. Definitely.”
            

            
            My husband Teo put his arms around me, and, for an instant, the distance between us healed like a cut, knitted like bone.
               I put my ear to his chest and listened for his heartbeat and, in the space of that fleeting moment, did not pull back from
               him, not even inside my head.
            

            
            “We’ll be here,” said Teo, “Simon, Rose, and I. When you bring yourself back, we’ll be right here.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Eleanor

            
               September 1964

            

            Eleanor looked up from her book, and there she was.

            
            Martha. Walking toward her, still so far away that Eleanor could not make out her features or which of her few dresses she
               was wearing. For most people, a figure at that distance could have been anyone, but for Eleanor, instantly and unquestionably,
               it was Martha: the span and set of her shoulders, her rangy, beeline gait, the particular way she displaced light and cut
               through space. And as she approached, what always happened happened: everything else fell back a little, diminished. Even
               here, marveled Eleanor, even here on her sunlit campus with its columns and patterned brick walkways, its lush old hardwoods
               and lacquer-leaved magnolias, and everywhere, walking or sprawled on the grass, the lithe and lucky, boys with their shirt
               collars open, girls dressed as if it were the 1950s and not the 1960s, pedal pushers and twin sets, the cardigans discarded
               in the late September sun, tied loosely around still-tanned shoulders or littering the ground along with book bags and schoolbooks.
            

            
            It’s like being in love, thought Eleanor, like in movies and poetry. The beloved appears and the rest of the world fades. Eleanor did not know if she’d ever find love like that, wasn’t even sure she wanted to. All the high drama and upheaval and pounding hearts and staying up late, pining. The very thought of pining made her impatient. The boys she knew seemed trivial—sweet, loud, and puppylike—and although she knew she might see them differently one day, she also knew that, as she watched her sister walk toward her, so far and for as long as she could remember, this was her truest—her only—love story. 

            
            And so it was that all the elegant geometry of academia, the great billows of emerald grass, her schoolmates resting lightly
               and shimmering inside their youth and beauty, all of it dimmed as Martha marched up, plain features and heavy brows, awkward
               and staring straight ahead, all angles in the old green dress Eleanor had made for her. Even across the distance, Eleanor
               read nervousness in Martha’s gait, a hitch of tentativeness, and she wondered if Martha’s nervousness might mirror her own,
               that same uncomfortable pang of worlds colliding. But Eleanor knew that if that were the case, if Martha was feeling out of
               place, she would set her jaw and lift her chin and step with extra certainty. It’s what she usually did when she visited Eleanor
               at school, a display of bravado that made Eleanor proud and also hurt her heart. So Martha’s nervousness meant something else.
               But it didn’t matter, not at that moment. What mattered was Martha was there. Martha was here. Eleanor’s older sister, Martha, strode closer and closer, her long shadow preceding her, and as quickly as she came, as purposeful
               her strides, it was not quick enough for Eleanor, who shut her book and stood up to close the gap between them.
            

            
            When they were sitting on the bench together and Eleanor could take her sister in, she saw how even Martha’s angular face softened in the afternoon sunshine. The lakeshore college town in North Carolina’s Piedmont was not even a day’s drive from where they had grown up, but it had struck Eleanor from the very first time she saw it that the light here was different, mellowing as it sifted through leaves or turned the white columns honey colored or ran like a gentle palm over the smooth hair of coeds. In Eleanor’s memory, the light of home was stark and bright, garish as a camera flash in the kitchen, turning her mother’s face, her hands, her teeth, and the whites of her eyes to marble. Until Eleanor had left home, she hadn’t realized she noticed things like light. She thought she must have picked up the habit from her sister, whose eyes drank in everything, always had, subtleties and shadings, textures and variations and tints. 

            
            Eleanor’s hands were clasped in her lap, and Martha wrapped one of hers around them both. Martha was tall and lanky like their
               father had been; Eleanor was tiny like their mother, Susan (they called her Susan more often than Mother because they thought
               Mother was too personal). “Look at you two,” their mother had said once, laughing. “A crow and a wren. Caw, caw. Twitter,
               twitter.” Even though Eleanor knew she herself was supposed to be the pretty one—certainly their mother had pointed it out
               often enough—when Martha was excited about something—her cheeks pink-stained, her brows leaping, her black eyes brimming with
               emotion—Eleanor thought there had never been, in all the world, anyone so splendid.
            

            
            “What it is?” she asked, laughing. “Your eyes are practically shooting sparks.”

            
            But Martha didn’t smile. She placed her hands in her lap, right over left, and then shifted them, left over right.

            
            “Listen, Elsbee,” she said. “I’m leaving.”

            
            “But you just got here,” said Eleanor. “I thought we’d get sandwiches for dinner and sit by the lake. I made lemonade. With
               mint, the way you like it.”
            

            
            Martha sighed.

            
            “I got a new job.”

            
            “But that’s wonderful! Something good I hope.”

            
            “Yes.”

            
            “Something that will really draw on your gifts?”

            
            Martha and Eleanor’s father had saved enough money for both of his girls to go to college, funds in their names that their mother couldn’t touch. He had died after a brief illness when Eleanor was barely out of babyhood, but it was as if he’d known even then about the chaos to come. He left his wife money, too, but a man named Cyrus Burke, his father’s oldest friend and their family lawyer, kept control over it. Susan received an allowance, and, to her vicious and everlasting fury, if she wanted extra money, she had to ask for it. 

            
            Martha was six years older than Eleanor, and she recalled the years when her father was alive as tranquil and happy. She told
               Eleanor how she could remember going to bed at night and hearing, from somewhere in the house, her father’s low, steady voice
               like a hummed lullaby. She remembered going to sleep quickly, not staying up late listening for the sound of things breaking.
               She didn’t remember whiskey on anyone’s breath. All of that came later, came after. Even so, even then, for their father,
               there must have been signs of the storm gathering—and gathering and gathering—black clouds and roaring wind and stabbing shards
               of lightning—inside their mother’s head.
            

            
            So he’d put their education money into safekeeping, but Martha had decided on the local secretarial school instead of college.
               Eleanor could remember coming home from school to find her practicing, the staccato music of it, Martha’s long fingers playing
               the secondhand typewriter like a piano. Martha was good with her hands, could draw like an angel, but her talent as an artist
               went deeper than deftness. She’d make art with her entire body, curving herself over the paper, leaning back to look, going
               in close to build a forest with charcoal swipes or blend pastels into a layered radiance. From Martha’s hands, fields, skyscapes,
               bowls of plums, even Eleanor’s own face appeared entirely new and crackling or seething or quietly breathing with life. It
               wasn’t imitation, Eleanor recognized, it was birth. Like God in the Bible. Let there be light.
            

            
            All that brilliance inside her hands and head and for the past three years, Martha had worked as a secretary in an insurance office, a fact that galled Eleanor in her soul. Time and time again, she’d told her to quit, leave, go to art school. 

            
            “I don’t need to go to school to learn how to make art, silly,” Martha would say. “I just have to make it, again and again
               and again.”
            

            
            But Eleanor knew this was only part of the truth. Now, here at college, now that she’d gotten away, whenever Eleanor pictured
               the three of them in the same room, even when they were both children, Martha was always between Eleanor and Susan, her arms
               outstretched like a crossing guard’s, throwing herself up like a wall. Stony-eyed and flaring, fiery and loud, even as Eleanor
               could see her skinny shoulders quaking inside the cotton of her dress. Eleanor understood this was why Martha had stayed:
               to come between, face off, intercept. To take the brunt. Absorb the blows. Blows did not often come, but sometimes they did.
            

            
            “Will you get to make art at your new job, Marthy?”

            
            “Yes! That is, I’ve been promised time and materials. It’ll be part of my pay. He even put it into the contract.”

            
            “He?”

            
            “You know how I went back last year and took that bookkeeping course? Well, my teacher, Mr. Gillibrand, he’s so kind. He called
               me a few days ago to say he had an opportunity for me. A friend of his from college, a rich guy named David Olson, had just
               moved with his family to live full-time at what used to be just their summer home and was looking for a personal assistant.
               He’ll work from home as much as he can and will need someone to write correspondence, do some accounting, make travel arrangements,
               things like that. Mr. Gillibrand, God bless him, thought of me.”
            

            
            “You’ll be so good at that, Marthy. You’ve known how to run a household since you were ten years old.”

            
            Martha smiled. “More like eight. And, yes, I think all those years is why. So many years.”

            
            “Why what?”

            
            “Why Mr. Gillibrand offered the job to me.”

            
            Eleanor met her sister’s eyes. “He thought it was about time you got away,” she said.

            
            “It’s perfect timing, really,” said Martha, briskly. “You’re in your second year of school. You’ve got lots of friends. That
               professor’s family has taken you under its wing. I can leave, knowing you’re settled, and there won’t be a reason in the world
               for you to go home once I’m gone.”
            

            
            As Martha spoke, Eleanor wanted to jump in and say so many things, things like “You should’ve left a long time ago.” And “You
               don’t need to worry about me.” But then Martha’s voice said gone, and that single word, the tone Martha said it in, sent Eleanor spinning and drove every other thought out of her head. Martha
               reached out and brushed back a stray lock of hair from her sister’s face—a thing she’d done many times over their life together,
               her most tender gesture.
            

            
            “Don’t worry about her,” Martha said. “She’s taken care of. She’s got the Sunday school job and her church people and is still
               doing bookkeeping for the church. I gave the minister’s wife your address here and the main phone number of the college, but
               I’ve told her not to get in touch, not unless disaster strikes. And it won’t. So don’t worry. Just soak this up: school, your
               friends, being here in this beautiful place. You hear me?”
            

            
            Eleanor knew as well as Martha did that the books didn’t always balance, that the Sunday school children sometimes sat fidgeting
               in their seats, waiting for a teacher who never arrived until someone else showed up, flustered, to tell them about Moses
               in the bulrushes, to make macaroni art or string god’s-eyes. But it wasn’t her mother Eleanor was worried about, not yet.
            

            
            “Where is the summerhouse?” she asked, her voice coming out small.

            
            “Way up north,” said Martha. “The North Shore of Lake Superior. Minnesota, if you can imagine that.”

            
            Eleanor could not, but she said, “You’ve always wanted to live up north. You’ve always said so.”

            
            “I have,” said Martha, laughing. “Even back when I had no idea of the points of a compass or a map of the United States. All
               I knew was that it was far away. I imagined it was the exact opposite of where I was.”
            

            
            Eleanor smiled. “Well, if you’re going, you’d better stock up on the white paint. For the snow. And the icebergs. And the
               polar bears.”
            

            
            Martha’s laugh rang out, happy. “All those polar bears on icebergs in Lake Superior. But, yes, I know. And I think the light will be different, too, don’t you? I bet everything will be different.”
            

            
            Martha was Eleanor’s best friend, her protector, her truest love, her only home. Without her, Eleanor would be adrift on an
               iceberg of her own. She wanted to cry, wanted to say “Don’t go, don’t go, don’t go.” She knew if she did that, Martha would
               stay and also knew it would be the worst thing she, Eleanor, had ever done to anyone.
            

            
            Instead, she said, “You’ll want a coat, a real one. If I really work, I could have it finished in a week.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Cornelia

            My mother has always been a person who eschewed sentimentality, eschewed it vocally and often, and while I can hear you protest,
               as I myself have done—vehemently, on more than one occasion, that sentimentality is purely subjective, that what qualifies
               as sentimental for one person can carry honest and considerable emotional weight for another—I can tell you that the list
               of what qualified as sentimental for Ellie Brown was long, as was her commitment to it: long-lived and also intractable. And
               she didn’t just disdain sentimentality for herself, but, despite her overall kind and mostly patient nature, she also found
               it exasperating in others. She attempted to conceal this exasperation, but as her daughter—and arguably (although I can’t
               think of anyone apart from me who would actually argue) the most sentimental member of our family—I have cause to know that
               most of these attempts fell flat, occasionally spectacularly flat. But like most people who eschew sentimentality, my mother
               had her exceptions, her blind spots, although she would never label them either of those. If she deigned to discuss the matter
               at all, I’m sure she would say that those things that elicited her sentimentality weren’t silly but sacred, that her attachment
               to them wasn’t sentimentality but love.
            

            
            Christmas, for instance. In my parents’ house, the Christmas season always began while the Thanksgiving turkey carcass was still simmering itself into a glorious, gold-pooled broth on the stove. Before any of us had fully digested our pumpkin pie (or apple or apple crumb or apple cranberry or pecan or chocolate pecan or all of the above if you were my brothers, pie being a kind of religion in my parents’ house), we would be corralled and coaxed and bullied (depending upon the child; Ollie invariably required bullying) into full hall-decking mode: lugging boxes from the attic and the basement, swapping out orange and gold for red and green, gourds for pine cones, cornucopias for Santas; hanging stockings; untangling and looping endless strands of lights and glass beads and jingle bells around every living thing in the yard, including our pets and a blue whale–size magnolia, as Christmas music and the aroma of fir-scented candles filled the house. And while my mother had a long history of ruthlessly tossing nearly all of her children’s artwork—sometimes curating out the best pieces and allowing them a few days of bulletin board, refrigerator, or kitchen counter display, sometimes not—she had scrupulously hung on to every Christmas ornament we had ever made. 

            
            Although I should add that over the years, my mother’s children’s ornaments were more and more relegated to the dark side
               of the tree, edged out by those of her grandchildren. Which brings me to another item on my mother’s list of sentimental exceptions.
               Another item? The topper, miles above even Christmas: her grandchildren. Most people love their grandchildren, but I reckon
               most don’t keep everything the grandchildren had ever made or worn or written; every selfie they’d texted from their parents’
               phones; every paper napkin jotted with a tic-tac-toe or hangman game their grandfather had played with them to keep them busy
               at a restaurant. My mother had a huge drawer in the hallway armoire exclusively for the bits and pieces they’d shed while
               visiting: hair bands, rubber bracelets, baby teeth (in miniature labeled manila envelopes), socks (ranging from thumb-size
               to soccer socks a foot and a half long), used toothbrushes (used toothbrushes!), hats (some small enough for an apple to wear), and a single, very small, daffodil-yellow Croc that once belonged to my daughter Rose, the fate of its mate remaining, probably for all time, one of our family’s darkest unsolved mysteries. 

            
            And now that I was back in my mother’s house, sleeping in my childhood room, I discovered another item in my mother’s sentimentality
               exceptions clause, one I’d never noticed before in all my years of visiting: books. Specifically, mine.
            

            
            Obviously, my mother was not the variety of parent who freezes her children’s rooms in time, preserves them as untouched sacred
               shrines to their childhoods, but neither was she the sort who, practically the second she got home from dropping us off at
               college, began cheerfully strip-mining our rooms of every trace of us. (My friend Linny claims that, just days after she left
               for college, before her homesickness had even begun to wear off, while she was still crying in the shower and digging out
               her teddy bear in the dead of night to sleep with, her otherwise loving and attentive dad had whisked away the bed, desk,
               and beanbag chair from her room at home, replaced it all with a table as big as multiple barn doors, and launched headfirst
               back into a hobby he’d zealously pursued back when he was a carefree, unmarried man in his twenties. By the time Linny came
               home for Thanksgiving, her room housed an entire landscape—trees, buildings, people, shiny ponds, matchstick-size telephone
               poles and wires, dogs and cats, even outdoor cafés with food on the plates—through which a miniature steam train wended its
               chugging way, and Linny slept in the guest room.)
            

            
            My mother didn’t make a project of it; instead, she did it gradually, organically, and over years: disappearing a few posters here, a bulletin board covered with photos and ticket stubs there. Stuffed animals; sports trophies, ribbons, and medals (of which, between the four of us, there were about ten million, none of them mine); lava lamps; Nerf basketball hoops; old perfume bottles; dried corsages; tissue paper flowers; school pennants; framed photos: all of it, little by little, quietly ebbing away, relocated to the attic or the basement or the Salvation Army or—let’s face it—the landfill, until our rooms were pleasant and tasteful and mostly anonymous, with clear surfaces and neutral wall colors. 

            
            Just before I made the books discovery, I had gotten back from visiting my mother at the rehab center. She was getting better,
               stronger, but it had been a hard few hours nonetheless. She’d reminded me to feed a long-dead neighbor’s longer-dead cat and
               to bring in the neighbor’s mail and newspaper while the neighbor and her family were on vacation, and, just before I left,
               my mother asked for the northern lights, but this time, she also grabbed my jacket sleeve and said, “I left them behind so
               long ago, years and years; I did. But I need you to understand I never forgot them, not for a single day,” and I avowed as
               solemnly as I had ever avowed anything that I believed her, that I had never doubted that for a second.
            

            
            When I’d gotten back to the house, I had heard my father in the kitchen, but I needed a minute. I’d slipped upstairs, taken off my shoes, sat down on the edge of my bed, shut my eyes, and let my tired mind wander. What it made its wandering way to was my mother’s garden, not as it was now, in fall, tipping toward russets and golds, with scraps of scraggly, rickety, leggy loveliness abiding here and there—asters, goldenrod, calendula—with most of its splendor gone or fading. Instead, my mind entered my mother’s garden in early spring, the time of year when she practically lived there. It floated easy as a cabbage butterfly over the trees with their luminous lemon-lime leaf buds; over the grass dotted with tiny, spiky, purple crocuses; amid stands of snowdrops and startling daggers of green coming up out of the dark, mulched ground. And then my mind found what it had come for: little wire cages, bell-shaped and placed over a few of the newly planted plants. Cloches, they’re called, a word I remembered, of course, because of the hats. As I drifted over the cloches, I could hear my mother explaining to me how rabbits like to eat certain young plants, delicate new growth, how the cloches protect the baby plants until they mature and their stems get too tough to be worth the rabbits’ bother. 

            
            And then my mind ceased meandering and zipped from the cloches straight back to my mother, her face open and sorrowful, washed
               with tears, her breaking voice asking for what I did not know how to give her. I did not try to erase the image of my mother’s
               sad face from my memory. I’d done that before after a rough day, but this time, I took that face and held it in my mind, as
               gently as if I were taking it between my two hands, and I stared into it, right into its eyes. Her eyes, my mother’s.
            

            
            I wish I could drop a cloche over you, I told her.
            

            
            What you should understand about us is that this was new. I had never taken
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