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			Praise for Lisa Wingate’s Accent novels, the Tending Roses series

		
			
			The Language of Sycamores

		“Heartfelt, honest, and entirely entertaining…this poignant story will touch your heart from the first page to the last.”—Kristin Hannah

		
			 


		“Wingate’s smoothly flowing prose fills the pages with emotional drama.”

		
			—Romantic Times (Top Pick)
		

		
			 


		
			
			Good Hope Road

		“A novel bursting with joy amidst crisis: Small-town life is painted with scope and detail in the capable hands of a writer who understands longing, grief, and the landscape of a woman’s heart.”

		
			—Adrian Trigiani, author of the Big Stone Gap trilogy
		

		
			 


		“Wingate has written a genuinely heartwarming story about how a sense of possibility can be awakened in the aftermath of a tragedy to bring a community together and demonstrate the true American spirit.”

		
			—Booklist

		
			 


		
			 


		
			 


		
			 


		
			Written by today’s freshest new talents and selected by New American Library, NAL Accent novels touch on subjects close to a woman’s heart, from friendship to family to finding our place in the world. The Conversation Guides included in each book are intended to enrich the individual reading experience, as well as encourage us to explore these topics together—because books, and life, are meant for sharing. Visit us online at www.penguin.com

		
			
			Tending Roses

		
			“A story at once gentle and powerful about the very old and the very young, and about the young woman who loves them all. Richly emotional and spiritual, Tending Roses affected me from the first page.”
		

		
			—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author of Silver Bells

		
			 


		
			“You can’t put it down without…taking a good look at your own life and how misplaced priorities might have led to missed opportunities. Tending Roses is an excellent read for any season, a celebration of the power of love.”—El Paso Times

		
			 


		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			Praise for Lisa Wingate’s Texas Hill Country series

		
			 


		
			
			Over the Moon at the Big Lizard Diner

		“A beautifully crafted and insightfully drawn page-turner…this is storytelling at its best….Wingate delivers an insightful, heartfelt, and sometimes crazy novel of romance, redemption, and personal change. A journey you simply must not miss.”

		
			—Julie Cannon, author of the Homegrown Series and Those Pearly Gates

		
			 


		“A warmhearted tale of love and longing, grits and cowboys, horse psychology and dinosaur tracks.”

		
			—Claire Cook, author of Multiple Choice and Must Love Dogs

		
			 


		“A feisty, flirtatious, home-grown Texas tale.”

		
			—Dixie Cash, author of My Heart May Be Broken, But My Hair Still Looks Great

		
			
			Lone Star Café

		
			“A charmingly nostalgic treat….Wingate handles the book’s strong spiritual element deftly, creating a novel that is sweetly inspirational but not saccharine.”—Publishers Weekly

		
			 


		“A beautifully written, heartwarming tale about finding love where you least expect it.”—Barbara Freethy

		
			 


		“Leaves you feeling like you’ve danced the two-step across Texas.”

		—Jodi Thomas

		
			 


		“A remarkably talented and innovative writer, with a real feel for human emotion”—Linda Lael Miller

		
			 


		
			
			Texas Cooking

		“A delightful love story as heartwarming and vivid as its setting in the beautiful Texas hill country.”—Janice Woods Windle

		
			 


		
			“Texas Cooking… will have readers drooling for the next installment . . . [a] beautifully written mix of comedy, drama, cooking, and journalism.”
		

		—Dallas Morning News

		
			 


		“Takes the reader on a delightful journey into the most secret places of every woman’s heart.”—Catherine Anderson

		
			 


		“The story is a treasure. You will be swept along, refreshed, and amused….Give yourself a treat and read this tender, unusual story.”

		—Dorothy Garlock
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Then sitting through countless hours of lessons and competitions
		

		
			 


		
			To my dad 
For letting me have a pony, 
Which led to years of horse shows, here, there, and everywhere
		

		
			 


		
			You never pushed 
Or criticized, or seemed disappointed 
You gave me the dreams of my childhood 
While you cheered from the bleachers
		

	
		

		
			
			Acknowledgments

		
			[image: 003]
		

		
			
			Anyone who’s ever remodeled a home knows that you start out thinking you have the project under control, and things go downhill from there. Eventually you realize you’re going to need help. Lots of help. From people who know things you don’t know, people who can do things you can’t do, and friendly neighbors who come by with baskets of cookies or pots of coffee, to tell you they think the place is coming along wonderfully, and they can’t wait to see the finished product.
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				Me. Not much of a topic for an essay. There’s nothing to me that Not much of a topic for an essay. Theres nothing to me that anyone would want to read about.

			
				The books I read in English class last semester.
			

			
				Not much of a topic, either.
			

			
				How those books are like my life.
			

			
				None of those books are like my life. How could they be? Grandma Rose always said that two folks might go along the same path, but how they walk it depends a lot on the shoes they’re in. There’s an old Indian saying she had hanging on her kitchen wall. I can’t remember it exactly, but it means that if we all had the same shoes, we’d understand each other better. But we don’t.
			

			
				I don’t like to wear shoes, so I’m a little like Huckleberry Finn. Of course, I have to wear shoes most of the time, now that I live in Kansas City with Karen and James. Good shoes, and nice clothes, and my hair combed back in a pretty silver clip most of the time, so it doesn’t hang dark and stringy over my face—that’s how I have to look here. That’s how all the students look at Harrington Academy. I don’t mind wearing the same shoes as everybody else. It’s easy. It makes you fit in, and nobody questions where you’ve been or what you’ve done. When you have the right shoes, everyone takes you in without a second glance. I’m not  used to that. It feels strange, like I’m moving around in someone else’s body.
			

			
				In my mind, I’m barefoot like Huckleberry Finn, but I don’t tell anybody that. Not my music teachers, not Karen and James, not the kids at school, not my caseworker, not that reporter from Kansas City Artweek who interviewed me about our spring concert with the symphonic. They’d think I was ungrateful. Grandma Rose always said that an ungrateful heart makes an unhappy life. I want to be happy.
			

			
				Of course I’m thankful for these new shoes. Who wouldn’t be?
			

			
				But deep in my heart, a part of me will always be barefoot, running through the shallows of Mulberry Creek, with my eyes closed and my arms stretched out like I could fly.
			

			
				That girl doesn’t wear the right shoes, but she’s lighter than air. The sun pushes hard through the trees, and she’s soaked in it until it’s deep down inside her. She stops and stands with her feet in the water. The glow reflects all around and the sycamore leaves whisper, then hush. She holds her breath, afraid to move. She can feel God in everything. He touches her with His fingertip, and her heart is drenched in light.
			

			
				“Pick me up and take me away,” she says in her mind, and she waits. But it doesn’t happen. The answer is always no. She wishes the river would rise and sweep her off, carry her to someplace where it’s easier to be.
			

			
				But the river doesn’t listen. . . .
			

		

		I set down the handwritten essay and looked across the desk at the thirteen-year-old girl on the other side. She seemed small sitting there, caramel-colored fingers fiddling nervously between her knees, body huddled against the office chair like she was trying to disappear into it. Her long, straight dark hair fell around her face like a shield, making her look like a Native American girl in some turn-of-the-century photo, afraid the camera would steal her soul.

		“Everything OK, Dell?” Leaning back in my chair, I tried to appear empathic, nonthreatening.

		She flicked the mistrusting glance they all use for social workers, counselors, court advocates, teachers—anyone with the power to interfere in their lives, to ferret out the adult truths they hide behind their childhood faces.

		“Uh-huh.” She shrugged noncommittally.

		“Do you know why you’re here?”

		“Yes.” No further comment.

		
			I chuckled, and she glanced up, surprised. “Not much of a talker, huh?” The joke lightened her up for an instant before the shields rose again. My mind flashed back to an adolescent counseling course last year in grad school—ask only open-ended questions. So far, I hadn’t had many occasions to actually counsel anyone at Harrington Arts Academy. Mostly my job consisted of arranging class schedules, writing grant applications and press releases, maintaining attendance sheets, calling substitute teachers, giving parent tours, and resolving spats among kids. If any real counseling was needed, families with kids at Harrington could afford private-practice psychologists.
		

		
			Which was why Dell Jordan seemed like such an enigma, sitting there in my office. Foster kids from backwater towns like Hindsville, Missouri, didn’t get into schools like Harrington—not these days, anyway. Harrington may have once been conceived as a magnet school for talented kids from all sectors of society, but where competition is stiff and prestige is high, those who can afford the private lessons and the expensive instruments and the high-profile letters of recommendation win out. In the seven weeks I’d been middle school counselor, I hadn’t seen many needy-but-talented kids walking the halls. Harrington students came in bright packages with designer labels. They glittered with the glow of self-confidence, wore easy smiles that said, Look at me; I’m someone special. I’m a star.

		But not Dell Jordan. I’d caught only a few glimpses of her these past weeks. She was a slim shadow on the fringes, adept at getting lost in the crowd—not a hard thing to accomplish in a large student population. “Can you tell me why you’re here?”

		“Because I’m stupid.” It was a flat statement. No sarcasm or teenage attitude.

		“What makes you say that?”

		Picking at a fingernail, she twisted her full lips to one side, then finally answered. “Because it’s true. I can’t pass English because I’m stupid. That’s why I had to write that essay. For extra credit, or else I’d flunk.”

		“Well, Mrs. Morris’s English class is tough.” That much was true. Mrs. Morris was old, grim-faced, a stickler for the rules, even when the rules needed to be bent. “I didn’t do so well in there, myself.”

		
			Blinking, she jerked her head up, and I could see the wheels turning. How could the blond-headed grown-up lady in the pantsuit have ever been in Mrs. Morris’s English class? No doubt at twenty-seven, sitting behind the counselor’s desk, I looked ancient to her, which meant that Mrs. Morris was right up there with the Crypt Keeper.
		

		Dell sank back miserably. “I hate English.”

		“Yeah, I did, too,” I admitted, focusing on the papers as I jotted some notes in her file.

		Shifting in her chair, she leaned closer to see what I was writing. “Am I gonna get kicked out?”

		“Of course not.” I didn’t look up, but continued writing. Kids usually found it easier to talk to the top of a head. “Did you want to get kicked out?”

		
			“Huh-uh.” The answer came without hesitation, the first definitive thing she’d said, other than, Because I’m stupid. “I want to stay. I like music. I love music.”
		

		Glancing up, I caught a glitter of enthusiasm in her dark eyes. She scooted forward in the chair and the thick brown-black hair fell away from her face, which was suddenly bright and animated. This was not the same kid who hated English. “I see you’re good at it.” I motioned to the notes in the file. “What do you play?”

		“Oh, lots of stuff.” She was remarkably talkative now that we were entering territory outside Mrs. Morris’s English class. “Piano, guitar, the flute some, and I want to learn violin, but, gosh, that’s hard. I do vocal, too.”

		“Wow. That’s quite a laundry list.” Between that and the notes in her file, I could see why a foster kid from Hindsville had been accepted into the seventh-grade program at Harrington in her first year of application. She had an incredible talent in music. Unfortunately, her first-semester report card showed that she was behind in every other subject.

		
			“Did you do music here?” Her preemptive question surprised me. Normally, kids in my office were primarily interested in my ability to solve their problems with class schedules, or summer grant applications, or attendance paperwork.
		

		Resting an elbow on my desk, I twirled the pencil in my fingers like a tiny baton, until I caught myself doing it; then I set the pencil down. Fidgeting. Unattractive nervous habit. Showed lack of confidence. “I did. Vocal, theater, and dance. Dance was really my thing.”

		
			She frowned, and I saw the question on her face—the one they all wanted to ask: If you were such a good dancer, how did you end up sitting behind the counselor’s desk? Loser.

		Kids didn’t understand that fairy tales sometimes end unhappily. In a place like Harrington, where the atmosphere was so thick with high expectations that you could choke on it, nothing but one hundred percent success seemed like a possibility.

		Dell, however, looked like she already knew that life isn’t fair, and you do the best you can with the result. Her eyes met mine, dark and liquid, and I had a sense that she understood my story without my ever telling it. I turned away, caught off guard by the power of that sympathetic glance.

		Silence fell on us, and I found myself studying the old beadboard wainscot and the plaster walls with the fan-shaped sponge pattern that made it look like giant butterflies had been decoupaged to the school walls. I’d spent hours staring their lifeless wings as a student, but I’d never been inside the counselor’s office. Anything that needed to be taken up with the administration, my parents handled for me. Mostly, I worked hard to be perfect, so that my mom would stay away from the school.

		“I wasn’t gonna turn it in, you know.” Dell spoke up, and I focused on her again, aware of my sudden lapse. “The essay,” she explained. “I wasn’t gonna turn it in. Mrs. Morris wasn’t supposed to see it. I was gon . . . going to write another one that didn’t say . . .” Cheeks twitching, she arrested the comment, pulled her hands inside her sweatshirt sleeves, then finished with, “. . . That stuff.”

		
			“What stuff?” What stuff, indeed? What stuff this kid had inside her,  I couldn’t imagine. She was a well so deep that the bottom was hidden in a quiet, inky darkness. No telling what was down there. The girl in the river was down there, wishing God would pluck her off the face of the Earth.
		

		Why?

		Pinching her lip between her thumb and forefinger, she muttered behind her hand, “That stuff about shoes and Karen and James and all.” Her lashes darted upward with alarm, and her hand fell away from her mouth. “Karen and James didn’t see that paper, did they? Mrs. Morris didn’t send it to them?”

		Her earnest expression of panic raised the barometer of concern in my mind. I’d done my final college internship in social work. When kids are genuinely frightened of their parents’ responses to things, it’s a red flag. “No. Mrs. Morris brought it to me. Are you afraid of what your foster parents would think of it?”

		Scuffing her red tennis shoes back and forth under the chair, she studied the floor. “No. But I don’t want them to see it.”

		“Are you afraid it would hurt their feelings?” Looking at the file, I noted that there were several pages of information behind the admissions form—a letter from the foster mother, a report from a social worker in Hindsville, transcripts from her former school. Information haphazardly added by the previous counselor at Harrington, who had retired unexpectedly after the fall semester, creating the job opening I had filled. On the corner of Dell’s admissions form, a tiny yellow dot indicated that there was additional information in a confidential folder. I wished I’d taken time to look it over, rather than letting Mrs. Morris bring her directly into my office.

		Dell nodded. “Yes.”

		“And what would happen if you hurt their feelings?”

		“I don’t know.”

		“Are you afraid to find out?” She responded with a questioning glance, and I added, “Are you afraid to find out what would happen if you hurt your foster parents’ feelings? Do you worry about it?”

		Lacing her fingers in her lap, she tightened her grip until her knuckles turned white. “I just don’t want them to see that stuff I wrote, OK?  Nobody was supposed to read it. Mrs. Morris shouldn’t of brought it to you. She hates me and she wants to get me kicked out.”

		
			“On the contrary, Mrs. Morris brought the essay to me because she was concerned about you.” Though knowing Mrs. Morris, I figured Dell was probably correct. Mrs. Morris liked only the right kind of kids, the bound-for-the-philharmonic kids from good families. I couldn’t, of course, admit that to a student. “She was worried about some of the things you wrote.”
		

		Squirming in her chair, Dell cast her gaze toward the door like an animal in a trap. “That was private stuff. It don’t mean-”—pausing, she gave a frustrated jerk of her chin and corrected—“doesn’t mean anything.”

		“Sometimes the things we write for ourselves mean the most of all.” I handed the essay across the desk to her. “When we don’t think anybody’s going to read it, we can say what we really mean. We don’t have to be a certain way to make other people happy.”

		Taking the paper with a sigh of relief, she folded it into the smallest possible cube and tucked it into her pocket. Clearly, it was headed for the nearest trash can.

		“There’s nothing wrong with writing down what you feel, Dell,” I said. “It’s a good idea to get those things out on paper.”

		“Yeah, unless you do it in Mrs. Morris’s class.” The observation made me chuckle, and her lips twitched upward.

		“True enough. Sometimes it helps to talk about those issues with someone, though.” Her eyes met mine, and I again had the feeling I’d only skimmed the surface of a lake. There were things she didn’t share with anybody, and probably not even with herself. She had a sense of desperation, an obvious need to keep everything tamped down. “I’d like to know about the girl in the river. If you decide to write more of her story, I’d like to read it. . . . We could talk about her—the girl in the river, I mean—maybe understand what she’s feeling a little better. But it’s your choice. Nobody’s going to force you to do anything, all right?”

		“ ’Kay,” she answered, blinking at me, first surprised, then doubtful. “Are you gonna call James and Karen?”

		“No.” I folded my hands on the desk. “Did you want me to?”

		Her expression said that I was nuts. “Huh-uh.” She started to get up, then sat down again, crossed and uncrossed her thin arms. “Are you gonna call anybody?”

		“I wasn’t planning to. Do you think I need to call somebody?”

		
			She eyed me narrowly again, trying to figure things out. Like most kids I’d met during my short stint with the foster care system, she was accustomed to being powerless in the world of adults—a pawn, a case study, a number and a file. Turning her head to one side, she watched me from the corner of her eye, trying to discern the catch. There’s always a catch,  her look said. “If I don’t come back here, are you gonna call somebody?”
		

		“If you don’t come back to my office, you mean?”

		“Yeah, if I don’t write more of the story, are you gonna call somebody?”

		“No.”

		“If I write some more, are you gonna tell people what it says?”

		“No, Dell. As long as no one is in imminent danger, what’s said in this office is between you and me. If we both decide, at some point, that there’s someone else we need to talk to—say, a teacher you’re having trouble with, or another student, or your foster parents—we’ll do that together. You and I together, all right?”

		Considering it momentarily, she said, “All right,” then stood up, walked to the door, and hovered there with her fingers on the handle. “Can I go now?”

		I checked my watch. “Yes, you may. You should be just in time to catch your ride home.”

		“My foster mom picks me up.” She brightened with an affection that was obvious. Clearly, she looked forward to being out of school for the day and back with her foster family. “She runs the Jumpkids after-school arts program, so I have to help her with the little kids. We go to a different elementary school every day of the week.” Suddenly there was no sign of the girl who had been sulking about Mrs. Morris’s English class. This kid, the after-school arts helper, didn’t seem anything like the girl in the river.

		“I’ve heard of Jumpkids,” I commented. “Sometime, I’d like to see how it works.”

		Her mouth lifted into a wide smile that was dazzling in its contrast to her former gloom. “That’d be cool.” Then she bit her lip, losing the enthusiasm, worried, no doubt, because I’d learned things she didn’t want her foster parents to know.

		“What’s said in this office stays in this office.”

		Her posture relaxed. “ ’Kay.” Opening the door, she let in the sounds of the hallway—lockers slamming, kids talking, clothes rustling, shoes squealing on the old wooden floors. “Thanks,” she muttered, then disappeared into the fray, leaving the door ajar.

		Watching her go, I took out her confidential file and started reading it. There was an unusual amount of information—as if quite a few people were invested in the fate of this one girl. Looking at her application forms, I could see why. She was musically talented to a degree that caused even the stodgy curmudgeons on the admissions committee to use words like “gifted” and “prodigy.”

		
			
				. . . . extremely gifted musically . . .
			

			
				. . . . talented, particularly for a low-socioeconomic child . . .
			

			
				. . . . in my opinion, a prodigy heretofore thwarted by a disadvantaged environment.
			

			
				I recommend admission be granted, despite the child’s obvious lack of past academic achievement. Given the quality of instruction at Harrington, she will no doubt . . .
			

		

		Only one committee member expressed any reservations.

		
			
				. . . . my concern is that Dell appeared extremely stressed during the interview process. Certainly this is normal for children in such a demanding situation, but Dell was very inanimate, overly focused on silently and continually checking the reactions of her foster parents, who seem genuinely interested in her welfare, but perhaps unaware of the obvious social difficulties mentioned in the report from her former school and apparent during her interview. Given this child’s difficult and isolative history, I wonder if consideration should be given to tabling her application until next year. I have no doubt that Harrington is the best place for her musically, but I wonder if, considering her recent placement in foster care and other issues, Harrington, with its inherent demands, is the best place for her as a person . . .
			

		

		The door squeaked, and I looked up to find Mrs. Morris entering my office. Out of habit, I covered the papers on my desk, then reminded myself that I wasn’t a kid writing contraband notes in her English class anymore. “Yes, Mrs. Morris?” I felt fourteen again, despite my determination not to. Something about my former English teacher’s withering glare was ingrained in my psyche, like one of those horror movies you never forget. “May I help you?”

		“The essay.” She fanned her fingers back and forth against her palm, as if she were confiscating chewing gum from a student. The disgusting thing was that my heart jumped into my throat. Her nasal voice scratched up and down my spine like one of her thick, yellow fingernails, leaving an itchy trail of chalk dust.

		“I returned it to Dell.” The comment sounded amazingly calm and self-assured, considering that I was confronting my worst teenage nightmare.

		
			Mrs. Morris’s face went pale, then flushed red again, her eyes widening and her mouth squeezing into a thin downward line. “You did what?”
		

		“I returned her essay to her,” I repeated, struggling to appear pleasant. I was rapidly moving from intimidated to angry and insulted. “We talked about it, and she assured me that she never intended to hand in that essay, and she would write another one for you.”

		Ramming her fists onto her coat-hanger hip bones, Mrs. Morris flared her nostrils. “How dare you!” she screeched, and three kids passing in the hallway stopped to look. “I intended for you to . . .”

		Motioning for the teenage audience to move on, I waited until the coast was clear before standing up. Even at five foot six, I towered over my former nemesis. “Mrs. Morris,” I came around the desk to assert my territory. “I am the counselor here. You brought the matter to me, and I took care of it as I thought best.”

		
			Incensed, she sucked in air through a tight, lipless “O,” flailing a hand toward the hallway. “That girl is disturbed, suicidal, on top of her obvious academic problems. She doesn’t belong here.” Her voice  echoed through the open door, and I tried not to imagine who might be listening outside.
		

		
			“Fortunately, Mrs. Morris”—my composure flew out the window, and I clenched the desktop behind me to keep from saying something I would later regret—“neither you nor I choose who belongs here. I will, however, do my level best to help the children who are here, and I hope you will, too.”
		

		
			Lowering her chin, she delivered a disdainful glare over the top of her reading glasses. “We can best help Harrington kids by removing those”—she blinked in a pointed way that let me know we were now talking about me, not about Dell—“who don’t have what it takes to live up to this school’s standard of excellence. Our mission is to produce artists here, Ms. Costell, not middle school guidance counselors.”
		

		I was momentarily stunned, at a loss as to how to respond. My nemesis looked pleased. She’d tapped into an old wound, and she knew it. Something inside me twisted and ached, and tears prickled in the back of my nose. Swallowing hard, I dug my fingernails into the desk and answered in the flattest tone I could muster, “Fortunately, Mrs. Morris, the world needs both.”

		Hissing through her teeth, she spun around. “Not from this school, it doesn’t.” With a furious yank on the front of her sweater, she disappeared through the door.

		I kicked it shut, listening as her squeaky grandma shoes stalked around the corner toward the principal’s office. Now there would be trouble. The evil queen of English was on a roll, and I was standing in the road.

		Sinking into a chair by the wall, I let my head fall into my hand, the argument replaying in my mind.

		
			“I am the counselor here. . . .”
		

		
			“Fortunately, Mrs. Morris, the world needs both. . . .”
		

		Who was I trying to fool?

		Oh, yes, the lifelong quest of professional ballet means nothing to me. I’m happy to have become a guidance counselor, serving up the next generation of Harrington hopes and dreams. . . .

		What a crock.

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2
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			My cell phone rang just as I was putting away files and preparing to leave the office. It was my father, of course. His daily four-forty-five p.m. call.
		

		“Just called to check on you, Julia. See if you’d be home soon.” His voice sent me rocketing back to adolescence, and I pictured the stern-faced father of my childhood, sitting at his desk in his business suit, white shirt, conservative tie, brown hair cut short and neatly combed with a dash of greasy kid stuff. My stomach sank like a stone thrown into the ocean, then swayed back and forth on invisible currents of emotion.

		“Sure, Dad. I was just packing up.” There’s something inherently pathetic about moving back in with your parents at twenty-seven years old. Even more so when they seem happy about it. All those years of struggling to break free and form my own identity, down the drain.

		There was a pregnant pause on the other end of the line. “Good . . . Well, listen, Mom and I have a charity event tonight with Bethany and Jason. We’re going to meet Jason’s parents at this thing, so there’s not much chance of slipping out early. Probably be gone the whole evening.”

		
			“Sounds like fun, Dad.” This, at least, was progress. “You two need to get out more. You haven’t been anywhere since”—since I got out of  the hospital and moved home—“well, for a long time, anyway.” Guilt needled me for a dozen different reasons, not the least of which was that, for the last three months, my parents had surrendered their active social schedule to stay home and babysit me. “It’s good timing,” I added, to reassure him that I could be left home alone and the world would not come to an end. “I have a lot of work to do tonight.” Reaching into the file cabinet, I pulled out a federal grant application booklet and Dell Jordan’s file.
		

		“But you are coming home?” Trepidation rose in his voice. “Mom and I were hoping you’d sit with Joujou. You know, her bladder isn’t good. She wets all over when she’s left by herself.”

		
			
			Great. Just me and Mom’s neurotic Pekingese, spending Thursday night together in front of Dad’s new plasma TV. “Yes, Dad. I’m on my way home.”
		

		“Good. Great.” The words conveyed obvious relief. “Just a minute, sugar.” He paused while someone came into his office and asked a question about an upcoming Microsoft stock split. “So, you get some rest this evening,” he said finally. “Mom made dinner for you there at the house. Chicken Florentine, I think.”

		Food. Of course, it always came down to food, and whether I was eating it, and how much I was eating, and when. “Dad.” The word ended in a sigh. “She didn’t have to—”

		“It’s Joujou’s favorite,” he defended, clearly realizing that we’d slipped into the tenuous territory of my required daily intake.

		
			
			Well, as long as she made it for the dog, OK. “Tell Mom thanks,” I said meekly. How could I blame them for hovering? After finding your daughter passed out in a pool of blood, it’s probably hard to let go. “Joujou will enjoy the chicken Florentine, I’m sure.”
		

		
			“And you?”
		

		“Yes, Dad, and me. Tell the food police to relax. I’m not going to give it all to the dog.” As soon as the words were out, I wished I could take them back. I sounded immature and ungrateful. Glancing toward the doorway, I checked the hall, making sure no one was lingering nearby.

		“Don’t be flip, young lady.” That was more like the father I  remembered—the man who ran the family as confidently as he did his brokerage company. This kinder, gentler dad, who called me at the end of each school day, was a new creation, a product of the hours when no one knew whether I would live or die, and of counselors at St. Francis Hospital’s eating-disorders unit, who warned that we needed to keep the family communication lines open. “Your mother is doing her best to help.”

		
			Mom was doing her best to control the situation, as always. To make it neat and clean. Mop up all the stains and bleach everything white again, add some starch, and press out the wrinkles to perfection. “I know she is.” I slid the folders into my new briefcase—classy taupe leather with brown trim, a getting-on-with-life gift from my incredibly fashionable little sister, Bethany, whose new job as buyer for a chain of women’s boutiques allowed her way too much time to shop the trade shows for trendy attaché cases. Every time I put the butter-soft leather bag under my arm, I felt like I had Bett tucked right there close to me, propping me up and pushing me onward. No doubt, she was responsible for getting my parents to leave the house for an evening. “I don’t want Mom feeling that she has to cook for me all the time, Dad, that’s all. I can pick up McDonald’s, or Pizza Hut, Wendy’s, Taco Bell, Meals-On-Wheels, you name it. There are a dozen restaurants within two blocks of the school. I’ll even order something for the dog. Just tell Mom not to wear herself out. I’m all right. Really.”
		

		Someone came into Dad’s office again, and I busied myself with putting on my coat, while he said something about SQLI, earnings, and ten thousand shares, then came back on the line. “That’s another thing. Mom and I don’t want you making stops in that part of town. It isn’t like it was when Grandma Rice lived down there. That neighborhood’s gone downhill. Remember, once you’re off the school grounds, there’s no chain-link fence, no campus security officer. Anything can happen. Especially this time of day.”

		
			Backing out of my office, I pulled the door shut behind me, then headed for the exit, hoping I wouldn’t run into Mr. Stafford, the principal, or Mrs. Morris, who was still lingering in her room. As usual, the other teachers in the main hall had already closed their doors and gone  home. “Dad, it’s rush hour. I doubt I’m in much danger at the Mc-Donald’s drive-through. There are people everywhere. The street is full of cars.”
		

		
			“Be careful in the traffic. The downtown streets are a madhouse,” he warned, and I slapped my hand over my forehead. I give up. I just . . . give up. No matter what I did, my parents were never going to get over my taking this job so soon after being released from the hospital. They would never again trust me to run my own life.
		

		
			Mrs. Jorgenson, the school secretary, exited the administration door just in time to catch my look of dismay. Pointing at the cell phone, she mouthed, Dad? I nodded, rolling my eyes. Mrs. Jorgenson knew that my father called regularly at four forty-five, and that my mother often phoned more than once a day. She was kind enough not to ask why, and considerate in discreetly tucking the Mom messages under my DayMinder, so everyone wouldn’t see that Julia Costell’s parents called with an obsessive frequency.
		

		“OK, Dad.” There was no point arguing with him. “Listen, I’m walking out the door now, so I’ll sign off. Traffic looks thick today. I’ll probably be close to an hour getting home. You and Mom go on with your evening, and have a great time, all right? Don’t wait for me to get there. I’m going to swing by Riverside Square on the way. I need to stop off for some feminine necessities.”

		Dad coughed and sputtered into the phone. “Oh . . . well . . . uh . . . all, all right, honey. Bye now.”

		“Bye, Dad.” I closed the phone with a silly sense of satisfaction at having finally found an excuse my father wouldn’t question. Normally, when I mentioned shopping, he and Mom got anxious—worried, no doubt, that I’d be buying secret supplies of diet pills, or guzzling laxatives in the store restroom.

		God, how had my life come to this?

		Pausing to button my coat on the ancient, ivy-covered steps of Harrington, I tried to plot the path from where I had been to where I was now. It seemed an impossible distance from rising teenage protégé, Harrington student with talent and a real chance at professional ballet, to college kid drifting through an education degree while dancing in the  University Ballet, to grad student throwing up every meal I ate, and finally to new member of the corps de ballet at the Kansas City Metro Ballet Company, convinced that if I got just a little thinner, if the body line were a bit little cleaner, I could break through the glass ceiling to a leading role.

		Soloist. Principal dancer. If it doesn’t happen by the time you’re out of your twenties, it never will. If they find you lying on the dressing room floor with your stomach hemorrhaging up your throat, you can forget the dream altogether. They won’t even speak to you after that.

		
			
			Stop. Stop it. The voice in my head was philosophical, emotionless. That was then. This is now. You were there; now you’re here.

		
			
			Everything happens for a reason. The portly, round-faced nun at St. Francis Hospital told me that. Every day, during the initial deprogramming phase in the eating-disorders unit, when I was isolated from my family and all visitors, Sister Margaret stopped by to ask how I was doing. We talked about the weather, or the Kansas City Chiefs, and then she’d pat my hand and say, “Have faith. Everything happens for a reason,” as if, behind the conversation, she could read all the things I wasn’t saying.
		

		She knew I didn’t believe that any of this was happening for a reason. . . .

		A slice of February wind slid under my collar, pushing the questions away. In spite of the unusually springlike day, it was going to be cold tonight. Hurrying down the steps, I got in my car and left Harrington behind, cutting through the side streets out of downtown, rather than squeezing into the bumper-to-bumper traffic on the main thorough-fare. The decaying row houses and businesses made me feel at home, despite what my father had said about the degeneration of the neighborhood. The streets were lined with memories of my grandmother, whose tall, art deco brick house stood less than two miles from the school. It never occurred to me, growing up, that there was anything unusual about living with her during the week and with my parents on weekends. It seemed perfectly normal that Bethany focused on being a cheerleader, lived at home full-time while I took the separate path of staying at Grandma Rice’s house so I could participate in Harrington’s dance program. For me, nothing mattered more than ballet.

		Passing by my grandmother’s neighborhood, I gazed down the street, but didn’t turn in. Things weren’t the same there anymore. The grand old homes that had once housed the families of Kansas City’s high society were slipping into disrepair and being divided into apartments. Overgrown iris beds and winter-bare forsythia bushes lingered as the only reminders of what were once neatly landscaped yards. Antique stained-glass windows were covered with plywood and tinfoil, and portable air conditioners hung crooked in their rotting frames. Here and there, yuppies had moved in, taken over the old mansions, renovated them to their former beauty, and reclaimed neglected yards and goldfish ponds. There was hope for rebirth, but still far to go. The neighborhood hung suspended in a search for identity, caught between past glory and future potential, in need of vision, and elbow grease.

		It seemed an appropriate metaphor for my life. Each night as I left Harrington and traveled toward my parents’ house in Overland Park, my mind slid into analysis mode. On a good day, I could confine myself to the here and now—focus on some problem with conflicting class schedules or unexcused absences, and avoid the larger questions of the past year. Tonight, Mrs. Morris and Dell Jordan rode with me to the other side of town, through the grocery store, and back home to the neighborhood of new redbrick minimansions with tiny lots and manicured flower beds, where Mom and Dad had moved after selling the house in which Bett and I grew up.

		Joujou had lost her battle with incontinence by the time I walked in the door. Carrying in my grocery bag, I stepped in a puddle in the entryway. At the end of the hall, Joujou wagged her tail and smiled with her lips drawn back from the underbite in her little pug snout.

		“Geez, Joujou.”

		She whined, then growled, as I kicked off my wet shoe and stepped around Lake Joujou. Mom and Dad might have been happy to have me back home, but Joujou was not. In her view, I was the competition. There was room for only one prima donna in this house, and as far as Joujou was concerned, she was it.

		Setting down my grocery bag, I scooped her up and carried her,  growling and squirming, past two more puddles to the sliding glass door. She yipped as I put her out on the patio.

		“Out here to potty.”

		If she felt scolded, it didn’t show. Wagging her tail like a propeller, she ran to the flower bed to start digging. Mom wouldn’t care. Everything in the patio existed for Joujou’s pleasure. The problem of the dog wetting in the house could have been solved easily enough, if Joujou spent more time on the patio. She even had a doggie dream palace, a tiny replica of Mom and Dad’s house that Mom had commissioned as a canine Christmas present. Joujou loved to run in the front door, dash up the stairs, and scramble down the ramp from the second story window. She did it over and over again. She probably would have kept at it all day, but Mom allowed only short, supervised trips outside, for fear that dastardly Pekingese kidnappers would scale the fence and make off with her in all her rhinestonestudded glory. One could never be certain a hyperactive, incontinent house dog was safe.

		
			Mom was as obsessive about the dog as she’d always been about us. With me and Joujou to focus on, Mom was more content than she’d been since Bethany graduated from design school, found Jason, and moved into her own apartment. Even with a bad case of empty-nest syndrome, Mom was surprisingly supportive of Bethany’s traveling the path to grown-up independence. Until I moved home, Mom had contented herself by joining Bett on her trips to trade shows and the Market District down in Dallas. All of that stopped as soon as my eating disorder came to light. Now, Mom had me to worry about, and my sister was on her own.
		

		
			But that was all right, because Bett was the sensible, competent one. The real daughter, I had begun to understand when I was seven and my grandmother made a perfectly innocent comment about family resemblances and the possible origins of my talent for dance. Suddenly, I fully comprehended why there were no baby pictures of me with my father, why Bethany had his dark hair and brown eyes, his short fingers and stubby toes, and I didn’t. Life came into focus with a bang.
		

		
			I wasn’t his. I came into my mother’s world before my dad did. It wasn’t a family secret, really. It was just something they never brought up and I never asked about. I was too afraid that if I did, Dad would say, “Well, no need to continue that sham anymore,” and suddenly, he wouldn’t love me.
		

		But deep inside, I’d always wondered if he loved me as much as he loved Bett, and how he possibly could. She was his, and I was . . . I couldn’t even imagine who I was. In my mind, my real father was everything from a touring member of the Imperial Russian Ballet, for whom my mom may have repaired costumes when she worked for the wardrobe mistress at the KC Metro Ballet, to a stranger who had grabbed her in a dark alley as she left the studio late at night.

		There was no way to know. . . .

		Without asking.

		
			Leaning against the sliding door, I pressed my face to the cold glass and tried to decide whether that was where my identity crisis began? Or was it at auditions for sixth-grade spring repertory, when the guest instructor, an ex-Communicated artistic director from St. Petersburg, made some comment about aesthetics and body line? The dancers he cast were tall and slim—“like the willow,” he said. I was sure that if I lost a few pounds, I could achieve that line, as well.
		

		The counselor at St. Francis thought my crisis was caused by a combination of factors, including a tendency toward compulsiveness and a family history of mild depression.

		
			Sister Margaret thought it was because I didn’t have enough faith in God’s plan. “Be patient,” she said. “God makes all things known in His own time.”

		Lately, my life was playing out as if someone had failed to give God the script, and the cast had gone haywire due to lack of direction. I was supposed to be in New York by now, dancing, all my little secrets neatly hidden behind brilliant performances and a perfect aesthetic. Instead, the cat was out of the bag, and I was in Kansas City, living with my parents, trapped in the body of a guidance counselor.

		In the meantime, the dog puddles were spreading across the tile, and the frozen food I’d bought was melting.

		I cleaned up Joujou’s mess, hurried upstairs and put on my sweats, then carried the grocery bags to the kitchen and started emptying them. The next thing I knew, I was standing at the bar, halfway through a quart of Häagen-Dazs. Gazing into the container, I awakened like a sleepwalker. My stomach rolled over, my head whirled through a mental calorie count, and I wanted to be sick. Popping the cap on the container, I found myself searching frantically for a place to hide it. The food police would go ballistic. Mom would never believe I hadn’t immediately rushed to the bathroom and thrown it up.

		I wanted to throw it up. . . .

		
			
			“Whatever you do, Julia, never let yourself cross the line into purging again.” The parting words of Dr. Leland at St. Francis Hospital. He looked me straight in the eyes, laid his hands on my shoulders, and said, “There’s no room here for halfway. If you start again, Julia, you’ll be dead.”
		

		I heard his voice every time I felt myself sliding—his and Sister Margaret’s. This time, they stopped me from eating more ice cream, and from purging what I’d consumed. Instead, I tucked the half-empty container inside a Wal-Mart sack, grabbed a jacket, put Joujou on a leash, and headed out jogging. As we passed the public Dumpster at the park, I tossed in the ice-cream container, treating it like the evidence of a crime.

		By the time we returned to the house, my lungs were burning from taking in frigid air, my legs felt like rubber, and Joujou was exhausted. She searched the rooms for my parents, then flopped down on the kitchen tile, too tired to consider making protest puddles. She’d worked up an appetite, and was happy to eat her portion of chicken Florentine, and mine too.

		I put two plates in the sink, even though only one was used. The ice-cream spoon I washed and tucked away. The fork I left with chicken strings on it, beside a glass with milk dribbled inside, a perfectly placed display.

		I did not purge the ice cream.

		Grabbing my briefcase from the dining table, I walked to the entertainment room and sat on the sofa, feeling triumphant. Left alone for  an entire evening, and the worst I’d done was binge on some ice cream and jog until my legs gave out.

		Not bad. This was progress.

		Joujou limped into the room, jumped onto the sofa, and curled into a ball by my thigh, then yawned a breath that smelled of chicken Florentine. Rolling her bug eyes upward, she smiled at me with her protruding bottom teeth, like we’d just been through a bonding experience—a couple of dingy dishwater blondes, partners in crime.

		Neurotic sisters in Mom’s button-down world.

		I worked on a federal grant application for the school’s new performance hall for half an hour, then set the application booklet aside and opened Dell Jordan’s cumulative folder and the confidential file. Thumbing through her paperwork, I pictured her sitting in my office, doe-eyed and silent like one of those sad, soulful Indian maidens painted on T-shirts and coffee mugs in roadside tourist traps.

		Maybe I shouldn’t have let her off the hook so easily. She needed support, someone to talk to. I should have set up a regular schedule of appointments, kept the essay as leverage, and insisted she come back. I probably wasn’t handling her situation correctly. I was undoubtedly failing, and Mrs. Morris, as awful as she was, was correct in insisting that I shouldn’t have returned the essay.

		What if the girl in the river really did have a death wish? Did I know enough to distinguish a serious emotional problem from normal teenage angst?

		I should have paid more attention in my psychology classes, back when I never intended to become a guidance counselor, back when I thought grad school was just a way to avoid getting a real job. My part-time teaching position with the college’s high school outreach program had paid for my apartment and basic necessities. Most important, it had allowed me to focus on dancing in the college ballet and traveling to auditions for professional companies, until I could finally get into the corps somewhere. Who knew that the break into full-time professional ballet would almost be the death of me, and the counseling degree would turn out to be what really mattered?

		
			Sister Margaret would have said, “Life happens according to a plan.”  The problem is that when you don’t know the plan, you can’t adequately prepare.
		

		Looking at the file in my lap, I couldn’t imagine what the plan might be for Dell Jordan. Half Choctaw Indian, no father in the picture, mother a habitual drug user who abandoned her child to be raised in the small town of Hindsville by a grandmother—now deceased. Finally taken in by foster parents, Karen and James Sommerfield, who enrolled Dell in Harrington, where she could pursue her gift for music. Now she was having difficulty adjusting.

		Her story made my overly controlling parents, eating disorder, and failed ballet career seemed like a minor speed bump in the road of life. Suddenly, feeling sorry for myself rated as a pathetic waste of time. Compared to Dell, I was like Joujou, wetting on the floor because my mommy left me home alone.

		When I returned to school tomorrow, I was going to find some way to get Dell back into my office—maybe call her in and ask more questions about the after-school arts program run by her foster mother. Anything to start up a conversation and dig a little deeper.

		I spent the rest of the evening combing through her file with a new passion, a revitalized interest in my job. By the time I finished reading, I had a glimmer of hope that I might have learned enough about Dell to help.

		Resting my head against the sofa pillow, I closed my eyes and pictured the place she came from—a tiny house in a row of decaying shacks squatting along the river bottom near a rural farming town. A grandmother who wasn’t equipped to raise a little girl, a small-town school where teachers tried to intervene, then found it easier to look the other way. A life that slipped from one year to the next, untended, unstructured, unprotected, unrestricted, in which Dell spent her time roaming the woods in solitude, stayed home from school when she felt like it, and largely kept to herself.

		Compared to that, Harrington was the other side of the moon. All the fuss about her instrumental and vocal abilities, the constant scrutiny of teachers and instructors in the music department, undoubtedly felt  like suffocation. In a place like Harrington, there was no breathing room, only pressure and expectations. . . .

		My thoughts drifted away from the social worker’s report, away from memories of Dell in my office, away from my parents’ living room and Joujou snoring beside me, far from the half quart of Häagen-Dazs sitting like lead in my stomach. Miles from all that was real.

		Shedding the weight of everything, I soared through a cloudless summer sky, gliding southward, where the Ozarks lay like folds in a thick green blanket. Nestled in the valley, the river wound through the shade of the sycamores, carrying glints of sunlight that sailed past the girl in the water, travelers on a journey even she could not predict. Stretching out her arms, she closed her eyes, let her head fall back, and floated on the surface.

		
			I was the girl in the river, dancing the part of the Black Swan from KC Metro’s season opening performance of Swan Lake. Stretching out my arms, I sailed through the sunbeams, whirling like a floating leaf, lighter than air. . . .
		

		The sound of the front door opening pulled me from my dream. Beside me, Joujou yipped and jumped up, then dashed from the room, spinning out on the tile as she screeched around the corner to the entryway.

		“It’s just us,” Mom called, the way she used to when I was home alone as a teenager. “Anyone awake in here?” She came into the room carrying Joujou, who was happily slathering her face with kisses.

		“Hi, Mom,” I said, and stretched, slipping the files back into my briefcase.

		“Did you girls have a good time?” It was hard to tell whether she was talking to me or Joujou. “How did your evening go?” Her gaze gravitated toward the kitchen. What she really wanted to do was check the plates, then weigh and measure the leftovers.

		“Where’s Dad?” I asked.

		“Oh, he ran down to the store for some milk.” Setting Joujou down, she blinked in surprise when the dog hopped onto the sofa with me. “Didn’t want to be out of milk at breakfast.”

		“We should call his cell and tell him not to bother. I picked some up on the way home.”

		Mom gave me a panicked look, no doubt imagining a shopping cart full of binge food and laxatives. She glanced toward the kitchen again. “Oh, he’ll be back in a minute.” Instead of finding an excuse to check for leftovers, she sat down on the sofa next to me.

		I sensed an old parental tactic—the one in which Dad conveniently left the house so Mom could tell me something, or discuss a girls-only subject, or, lately, question me about food. “So, I have some news.” Twining her hands together in her lap, she plastered on a broad smile obviously meant to bolster me. “Bethany and Jason made a little announcement tonight. They’re getting married. Next month, if you can believe it. Jason just got word that he’s to be transferred out of state, and . . . well . . .” Mom leaned close to me, holding a hand beside her mouth, whispering, “They’re expecting.”

		I sat blinking at her, the words spinning around me. My little sister was getting married, moving out of state, and having a baby? Where was I when all that was taking shape?

		“Of course, they didn’t

		
		
		
		
		
	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
New York Times Bestselling Author of
Before We Were Yours

Lisa Wing~ |

A Novel

Drenched
in Light

“Heartfelt and moving, enriched by characters

drawn with compassion and warmth.”—Jennifer Chiaverini





OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/image/wing_9781101097755_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/image/wing_9781101097755_oeb_030_r1.gif
[ eervrrsmion cvion ]
LISA WINGATE

This Conversation Guide is inended to enrich the
individual reading experience, as well as encourage us
to explore these topics together—because books,
and life, are meant for sharing.






OEBPS/image/wing_9781101097755_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/image/wing_9781101097755_oeb_004_r1.jpg





