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		Chapter 1
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		My husband had been dead for three years before I started trying to contact him.

		By then, our house was long sold, his suits were donated, and his wedding ring was in a safe-deposit box. All I kept with me was a shoebox full of meaningless stuff: a button from a shirt, an old grocery list, his driver’s license, his car keys, a doodle he’d drawn on a Post-it. That was everything of Danny’s I’d held on to: a box of junk.

		That, and, of course, his children.

		Piece by piece, I had left our old life behind—though I suppose you could argue that it had left me first—and now I was in the final stages of starting over, which meant, for my little lopsided family, leaving town. And so on this Texas-warm New Year’s Eve morning, I was following a ribbon of asphalt out to the countryside, checking and rechecking my directions while my kids poked each other with magic wands in the backseat of our minivan.

		“Hey!” I said, catching their eyes in the rearview mirror. “Those are for spell casting only. No poking! Or else.”

		This was about the tenth time I’d threatened to confiscate the wands. Weak parenting, I knew. I should have taken them away ten exits back—no second chances. But I didn’t want to have to take them away and go through all the drama that would follow. I wanted the threat to be enough.

		We were approaching the town square of Atwater, Texas. A town two hours from Houston at the edge of the hill country that I’d never visited or even thought much about. The speed limit downshifted as we drew closer, and the rolling fields that had surrounded us since we left the interstate now gave way to barn-sized feed stores, cinder-block motels, and fast-food joints. I glanced down to review my next step: go around the courthouse, then a right on FM 2237, known to locals, apparently, as Broken Tree Road.

		We were beginning, I kept telling the kids in a voice that sounded false even to me, “an adventure.” Though the truth is, moving to Atwater was much less about starting something than about ending something. Because there were many hardships in the year after my husband’s death—finding out he’d spent our savings, for example, and cashed in his life insurance—but the hardest hardship by far was having to move in with my mother.

		Since then, we had stayed at her condo for two passive-aggressive years as I endured judgments on my parenting, my figure, my wrinkles, my grieving process, my haircut, and my “joie de vivre” with no end in sight until, unexpectedly, I’d received a letter from my mother’s famously crazy sister offering me a job and a place to stay. On her goat farm. In Atwater. Somewhere southeast of San Antonio.

		Now, less than a week later, we were trading one kind of crazy for another—hoping against hope it was an upgrade.

		And so the morning’s drive from Houston was not just the pavement between towns. It was the shift between our old life and our new one. All morning I’d felt it—the big-dealness of it—as a nervous flutter in my chest, and I was sitting straight up in the driver’s seat, gripping the wheel with both hands like a student driver at attention.

		That is, as at attention as you can be with two children bapping each other in the backseat with wands. Because just as the road brought us to a stop sign at the town square, and just as I caught my breath at the county courthouse rising in front of us like a Disney castle, my son smacked his sister once again on the head with his wand, and when she shrieked, I hit the brakes and turned full around to face them.

		“Quit it!” I said, giving them my sternest look. “The next time I have to say it, I’m throwing the wands out the window.”

		They bowed their heads a little and held still.

		“Got it?” I asked, and they both nodded.

		Just as I was turning back around, I heard a man on the sidewalk shout, “Hey! Watch out!”

		I looked up, but it wasn’t me he was calling to. It was someone in the crosswalk in front of us—and at the same moment I realized that, I also realized my car was not exactly stopped. Turning all the way around in my seat had eased my foot off the brake, and we were rolling forward.

		I stamped my foot back down in time to see a girl standing in the crosswalk, directly in front of my car. She had turned her head at the shout, too, and thrown her hands out toward the hood as if they could protect her, just as we lurched to a stop, tires squeaking, less than two inches from her knees. She looked straight through my windshield, and we locked eyes for longer than I’d ever held a gaze before.

		I threw the transmission into park, but before I was even out of the car, the man who had shouted at us appeared in the crosswalk and grabbed the girl by the shoulders. And that’s all I saw as I leapt from the driver’s seat and arrived beside them: her dazed face and a white-haired guy with a mermaid tattoo on his forearm.

		The tattooed guy was shouting, “Jesus, Sunshine! Watch where you’re going!”

		She waved him away. “I’m okay,” she said. “I’m fine.”

		Then he turned to me. “You almost killed her!”

		I was out of breath. “I’m sorry! I thought my brakes were on! My kids were fighting! I’ve been up since five!”

		“Killed by a minivan,” this girl, Sunshine, said, as if she were reading a headline. “That’s not how I’d prefer to go.”

		“No,” I said. “Of course not.”

		“Killed by an ice cream truck, maybe.” She shrugged, as if that suggestion were less bad. “Or killed by a Jet Ski.” She looked down at the stripes on the pavement. “Maybe a paragliding accident.”

		My kids were back at it in the car as if nothing had happened. I could sense the wands in motion and hear squeals. Cars were lining up behind me. I was just about to excuse myself when she snapped her fingers, met my eyes, and pointed right at me.

		“Shark attack!” she said.

		It felt odd to brainstorm the best headline for this girl’s death. But it also seemed rude to deny her anything she wanted. So I faked it: “Yes!” Then I nodded. “So much better than a minivan.”

		She could tell I was faking, though. She let her hand drop and stuffed it in her pocket.

		“I’m so sorry,” I said again.

		“Don’t worry about it,” she said.

		That’s when I realized the tattooed guy was studying me. “Are you who I think you are?” he asked.

		“Um,” I said. “Who do you think I am?”

		“Are you Jeannie’s niece?”

		It was so odd for him to know that. And I had never in my life heard my aunt called “Jeannie,” much less with such affection. But he had me. “Yes,” I said. “That’s me.”

		And then he did the strangest thing. He stepped over and hugged me. Tight. A big hey-howdy Texas hug. “Welcome to Atwater,” he said when he finally let go.

		I wasn’t quite sure what to say. Sunshine was turning to leave. We’d been in the road too long.

		Just at that moment the driver of the truck behind us got tired of waiting. He leaned on the horn. The sound startled us all, and something about it woke Sunshine up. She turned back and seemed to see me for the first time—seemed almost to recognize me, even. She stepped back in my direction, took my hand for a second, and ran her eyes over my face.

		“That husband you lost?” she said, out of nowhere. “I can find him for you.”

		That husband I lost.

		The day I lost him, we’d had a fight.

		I had dreamed he was cheating on me with—and I’m not kidding here—a trapeze artist from the circus. In the dream, I caught them having coffee at Starbucks, him in my very favorite ice-blue tie, her in a sequined leotard with a plunging, faux-flesh neckline. Needless to say, she was more beautiful than me. No doubt more limber. And far sparklier.

		Danny didn’t understand my point. “It was a dream,” he kept saying. “It wasn’t real.”

		“It was real to me,” I said back.

		He was getting ready for work—towel around his waist, shaving at the sink. My daughter, Abby, then four, was still sleeping, as was her little brother, Theodore, a.k.a. Tank. I could hear their separate breathing sounds on their separate monitors.

		At first Danny thought the dream was funny. “How do you know we were even having an affair?” he said. “Maybe I just wanted a trapeze lesson.”

		Under my bathrobe, I was still wearing the little lacy thing I’d put on the night before in hopes of sparking a night of romance. The same one I’d fallen asleep in before he even made it home, actually. Though, in his defense, I was down for the count by eight-thirty.

		“Trust me,” I said. “You wanted much more than trapeze lessons.”

		“You don’t know that,” he said.

		“I do know it,” I said. “Because I was there.”

		Danny met my eyes in the mirror. “That’s a critical point,” he said. “Because I wasn’t.”

		He was right. I shrugged. “It just tore me up to see you, okay?”

		Danny took a breath. “Please tell me you’re not truly angry at me for something you imagined in your own head while I was fast asleep next to you.”

		“I know it sounds crazy—” I started.

		“It doesn’t just sound crazy.” His voice was tightening. “It actually is crazy.”

		I looked down.

		“What if I had some insane dream about you?” he went on, pushing his advantage. “What if I woke up one morning steaming mad because you’d burned the house down? Or totaled the car? Or bought a tiger as a pet? And then I walked around all day resenting you for it?”

		“Point taken,” I said.

		This was not the first time I’d had a dream like this about Danny. In fact, we’d worked out a fully developed theory about how my neglectful mother, who had once driven off with the moving van before realizing she’d left me behind, had given me a fear of abandonment. But it didn’t seem to change much in practice. I still kept expecting him to leave me. And nothing he could do—including repeatedly not leaving me every day for eight years—could convince me otherwise.

		This bugged him. After a while, it really bugged him. Because he was a good guy, and he got tired of being treated like a scoundrel.

		The problem, in some ways—and we’d discussed this, too—was that he was such a good guy. He was exactly the guy I’d always hoped for. He was fun, he was affectionate, he helped with the dishes. But the trouble with getting what you’ve always wanted is that once you have it, you have to worry that you’ll lose it. And the more you tamp down that fear, the more it comes out in funny ways. Fear of burglars, for example. Or natural disasters. Or trapeze artists.

		My life before Danny—or maybe it was just my mother—had taught me to expect the worst. And yet the worst never seemed to happen. So, about four times a year, I’d get mad at Danny for something I made up.

		In my defense, dreams can be very real in their own way. “But,” I started again—and here we got to the crux of the matter—“you’re still in love. With me, I mean. Right?”

		It was a stupid, vulnerable question—one I felt ridiculous even asking. One that had a razor’s-width range of possible right responses. And as he squeezed his eyes shut in irritation, I knew for certain that he’d get it wrong.

		He turned around. “Where the hell does that come from?”

		I couldn’t have answered him even if I’d tried. Maybe the fact that he’d been working twelve-hour days for over a year. Or the fact that he always seemed like he was in a rush to get somewhere else. Or the fact that his life was 90 percent grown-up stuff, and my life was 90 percent kid stuff, and I wasn’t sure anymore where we overlapped.

		I did not seriously think that he was having an affair. Still, I’d have taken a little reassurance. I wouldn’t have said no to that.

		But that’s when Abby woke up, and we heard her shout, amplified on the monitor: “Is it morning yet? Hello? Is it morning?” And that woke her brother in turn, which started the wheels cranking on our morning routines—the kids and me heading downstairs for banana coins and oatmeal, and Danny sweeping past us later in his suit, pausing just long enough to kiss all three foreheads on his way out to the car. I wasn’t sure if we were still fighting or not, honestly, by the time he was gone. And by noon that day, I’d left several voice mails apologizing and asking if we were okay.

		“Just checking in,” I said, substituting singsongy for actual cheer.

		I’d been to Gymboree, made fruit salad and mac ’n’ cheese for lunch, dropped Abby at art camp, and put Tank down for his afternoon nap before I heard anything back.

		In the late afternoon, a text from Danny finally arrived. “We R OK. C U @ dinner.”

		But I did not see him at dinner.

		That evening, as Danny entered a busy access road after picking up Abby, a pickup truck crashed into his Jeep. The impact was so strong, it crumpled Danny’s side of the car before he had his seatbelt on. And it crushed Abby’s femur into enough pieces that she still walked with the tiniest limp. Danny lost consciousness on the way to the hospital, and that text message turned out to be our final conversation. One that I’d decided—in a moment I would regret forever—not to even answer.

		Now it was three years later. Three impossible years later. And I was doing okay. I had, in fact, somehow managed to carry on, like they say you’re supposed to.

		But that’s not quite right. I hadn’t so much carried on as been carried. All I’d really done was remain in the current of the living world—something that was less of a choice than a lack of choice—and let it pull me along.

		Three years is a long time. In three years, our kids had gone from two and four to five and seven. Tank had gone from being a dumpling-cheeked toddler to a long, skinny boy. Abby had lost four of the baby teeth she’d worked so hard to grow, started reading chapter books, and grown her brown hair down to her waist—not to mention all the work she’d done to heal her injured leg. The accident and its aftermath had become the past, and neither of them remembered their dad as more than a photograph, or maybe a feeling. And, in truth, I didn’t remember him as well as I once had, either.

		The sharpness of grief had given way to a dull ache, one that for a long time I had assumed was a response to loss. Though in recent months I’d begun to suspect that the ache came not so much from loss anymore as from location. My location in particular, and its proximity to my mother. Who had her good qualities, but who was also, as they say, a real piece of work.

		Moving in with her had seemed reasonable after we’d lost our house. In fact, it had seemed like the only option at the time. It turned out Danny had made some bad investments without telling me, and then—also without telling me—he had used our savings and his life insurance to get square. Which would have worked out fine if he’d lived, because he was good at making money, and he had a plan, from the looks of his papers, to put it all right again. Instead, he died. And I was left with a house I couldn’t pay for, full of things I couldn’t keep.

		And so, within a year, I’d sold it all off, bit by bit, and taken a job as a bank teller, which was the best position my B.A. in math qualified me for after years as a stay-at-home mom. I’d also moved the kids out of their fancy schools and resigned myself to the sofa bed in my mom’s condo so they could have the guest room.

		I got through the day focusing on minutia: lunch boxes, permission slips, grocery lists, bills to pay. I had no interest in seeing the big picture. I kept my head down and my eyes on just what lay before me. Anything else made me dizzy. I was alive, though I wouldn’t exactly call it “living.”

		The night my aunt Jean’s letter arrived at my mother’s place, my mom was trying to convince me to get highlights in my hair. It was four days after Christmas, but she’d already taken down the fake tree and packed away the wreath.

		“Just a little brightness around the face,” she said. “A girl shouldn’t look middle-aged at thirty-three.”

		I didn’t respond.

		“Or you could go whole hog and become a blonde again, like when you were little.” She squinched up her face in sympathy. “I hate seeing you all mousy.”

		I was still in my blouse and skirt, doing dishes after standing for a full day at work and making dinner and putting the kids to bed. I filled the sink with soapy water.

		Next she started insisting I needed a man. That was her plan the whole time—to get me out of her condo via the New Husband Express. “We need to snag you a provider,” she liked to say.

		I said, “I’m not the type of woman a provider is looking for, Mom.”

		“Not anymore,” she agreed. “But we could fix you up! You used to be quite pretty.”

		“Mom,” I said, “I don’t want to talk about this.”

		“Why not? I’ll pay.”

		I closed my eyes. “And then what? I’ll hit the bars and go trolling for a husband?”

		“If you have to. Yes.”

		“And what am I supposed to do with the kids?”

		“Sweetheart, that’s why they invented television.”

		“Really?” I said. I had such a headache. “That’s why they invented television?”

		She didn’t care about the details. “Libby, I’m trying to help,” she said. “I just don’t want you making the same mistakes I did.”

		It was too mean, but I said it anyway: “Mom, if I spend my entire adult life chasing after men and ignoring my children, I will be making the same mistakes that you did.”

		True. But so what? So she had forfeited friendships, meaningful work, and even her relationship with her only child, just to be disappointed by three different husbands. What was she going to do now? See the light? Change the past? Get to work weaving a rich tapestry of varied and satisfying human relationships? Hell, no. She was going golfing with her boyfriend, Jerry. And stopping for a squirt of Botox on the way.

		My mother blinked. “I just want to see you happy again.”

		At this, I rinsed my soapy hands—one of which still wore my wedding ring—under the faucet, walked over to her, stood inches away, and said in a quiet voice meant to end the conversation, “I will never be happy again.”

		My mother gave a sigh. “I know it’s been hard.”

		For a moment I couldn’t help but hope that I’d gotten through.

		Then she went right on with the talking. “But that’s a bad attitude. You’ll never find a man that way. I know lots of widows—tons of them!—and the trick is getting back in the saddle. Do you think I wanted to go to that fat farm after my last divorce? I did not! But I reinvented my relationship with food and lost twenty-five pounds! Do you think I’d be with Jerry now if I hadn’t?”

		Jerry wore polo shirts with sprigs of chest hair at the V, and his standard greeting was to squeeze your upper-arm fat. Then he’d use your name over and over in conversation: Libby, great to see you! Your mom doesn’t agree, Libby, but I think you’re looking wonderful. Tell me, Libby—when are you going to quit that awful bank job and start modeling? Squeeze, squeeze.

		“I don’t need a fat farm, Mom,” I said.

		“Well,” she said, “you couldn’t afford it, even if you did.”

		“Mom?”

		“What?” Her feelings were hurt now.

		“We’re done here.”

		I went back to the dishes, my head now throbbing, and she picked up a stack of mail and began to sort noisily—and with narration: “Bill. Bill. Catalog. Junk mail. Bill.”

		I was just about to start banging my face against the fridge when she said, “And a letter for you from Aunt Jean. That crazy cow.”

		I went over to look, and I had to wrestle the thing out of my mother’s grip. I ripped it open as she tried to read over my shoulder.

		“What does it say?” she asked.

		I moved to the other side of the island and read to myself:

		
			Dear Libby,

			It occurs to me that you and your two children have been living with your mother for—dear Lord!—two whole years, and I’m writing to see if you’d like to be rescued.

			I run a little farm in Atwater, and as I get older, I find it’s harder to get my chores done. Do you need a place to stay? If you’d be willing to help on the farm, I can pay you a little and offer room and board.

			I was very sorry to hear about your husband. He must have been quite a guy. I have never seen so many people at a funeral.

			Let me know what you think!

			Warmly,
Your horrible aunt Jean

		

		My mother was leaning across the island, trying to read upside down. “What does she say?”

		“She’s offering me a job on her farm.”

		“On her farm? That bitch.”

		“I hate that word, Mom,” I said.

		“It’s the only word that fits.”

		I’d been hearing about horrible Aunt Jean forever. She was a “hippie,” a “weirdo,” and a “freak.” According to my mother, she did not wear antiperspirant or use soap. She washed her dishes with dirt. She shot squirrels with a rifle and ground them into burgers. She was our standing reference for the lowest form of human existence. Whenever my mother saw a wild-looking homeless person, she’d say, “There’s your aunt Jean.” And as much as the adult part of me thought my mother had to be exaggerating, the childhood part of me that had Aunt Jean in the boogeyman category kind of expected to see smears of dirt—or possibly even squirrel blood—on the letter itself.

		I’d met Aunt Jean once. She’d showed up at my high school graduation in overalls and gave me a tight hug that stuck in my memory. She hadn’t looked weird or particularly filthy. Just no-nonsense, with salt-and-pepper hair, and—okay, maybe a little eccentric—a crumpled straw hat. She also remembered my birthday every year, which is more than I could say for my mother. And now, apparently, she’d come to Danny’s funeral, too. If I’d seen her there, I didn’t remember—but I didn’t remember much from that day.

		“She came to the funeral?” I asked.

		My mother nodded. “She was the fat lady in the balcony.”

		“I don’t remember a fat lady in the balcony.”

		“Don’t you?” my mother asked. “You don’t remember a fat lady and the stench of goats? I could smell her from the front row.”

		Atwater was the town where my mother and her sister had grown up. I’d never been there, or even seen pictures, but Aunt Jean had moved back home with her hippie boyfriend in the seventies. A lifestyle choice my non-hippie, non-goat-farming, nonfat mother did not condone.

		“She must have extra space in her house,” I said.

		“Extra space!” my mom burst out so loud I thought she might wake the kids. “She sure does. And it’s not a house. It’s a mansion.”

		“It’s a mansion?”

		“Didn’t you know that?”

		I shook my head.

		My grandmother, in her will, had left the hundred-year-old family homestead and four-hundred-acre farm to Jean—and Jean only. It had happened when I was maybe four or five. Now, all these years later, whenever the topic came up, my mother still got so mad I thought she might pass out.

		“Well,” I said, “I think I’m going to take her up on it.” The words, even to my own ears, sounded like a plan to go live at the city dump. A lifetime’s worth of anti-Jean propaganda flashed through my memory.

		“What?” My mother put her hand out for the letter. “You can’t be serious.”

		But I pulled the letter in toward my chest. I couldn’t explain it, and I knew I might be making the wrong call. But something about that word rescued was shining a light on my heart. Would I like to be rescued? Hell, yes. I sure would.

		“There’s not enough room for us here, Mom,” I said. “We’ve been here two years.”

		“And this is how you thank me?”

		“Mom!” I said. “We’re driving each other nuts.”

		“Untrue,” my mother said.

		I smacked myself on the forehead. “Oh! My! God!” Did I have to remind her that, not two days before, she had announced to all of us that she “could not take it anymore”?

		Yes. Apparently I did.

		But my mother wasn’t having it. “You can’t leave me for Jean.”

		I tilted my head at her. “I’m not leaving you for Jean. I’m leaving you for—”

		I stopped. I didn’t know what to say. Because no one whose life was even tolerable would read a one-page letter from a near-stranger/eater-of-rodents and decide to move in with her. There was no way to argue it. I wasn’t leaving her for Jean. I was leaving her for anyone. Anyone at all.

		At last I said, “You should be delighted!”

		But she wasn’t. No matter that Jean’s offer solved most—if not all—of our problems. No matter that my mom had wanted to get us out since the day we moved in. It was clear she’d rather keep us all miserable forever than let Jean get hold of her daughter and grandkids.

		She turned her eyes toward the window, even though the blinds were closed, and let out a loud, dramatic sigh.

		“What is your problem with her?” I demanded.

		“She got everything,” my mother said, “and now she gets you.”

		“She doesn’t get me, Mom,” I said. “I just need a place to stay.”

		But she wasn’t listening. She was busy gearing up for this pronouncement: “If you go there,” she said then, “you are no longer my daughter.”

		I waited for some gesture of self-awareness, some acknowledgment of the craziness. But it didn’t come. I said, “Do you hear yourself talking?”

		“I’m dead serious.”

		And in that moment, my decision was made. Rodent burgers or no, my only choice was to move in with Jean. If for no other reason than to avoid any more conversations exactly like this one.

		“I’m going to call her in the morning,” I said.

		“I guess that’s it, then,” my mom said, turning toward her bedroom. She was leaving in the morning for a New Year’s week in Cabo with Jerry. She had packing to do, she told me, and she wasn’t going to stand around and argue. “Just be out of the house before I get back.”

		The next morning, I let my kids watch cartoons while I called Jean to get the scoop.

		“Aunt Jean?” I asked when she answered on the seventh ring.

		“This has to be Libby.”

		“It is. Hello.”

		“Sweetheart, I can’t believe you’ve been living with Marsha this whole time.”

		“Well,” I said, “I lived with her my whole childhood, so I’ve had some practice.”

		“I lived with her my whole childhood,” Jean said, “and I never got the hang of it.”

		“It’s not for the faint of heart,” I said.

		“I bet you’re tough as nails,” Jean said.

		“Not really.”

		“Here’s my idea,” she went on. “Unlike your mother, I’m getting old. I’ve got arthritis in my hands, and I can’t milk my goats like I used to. And there are a million other farm chores I just can’t get done. I need a helper, if you’re interested. I can offer you room and board and a small salary, and I’d be happy to look after your kids.”

		I knew there were many questions I should ask her about the farm, what exactly I’d be doing, what our living quarters would be like, and what that “small salary” would be. As the only remaining parent for my little family, I ought to be making slow and circumspect decisions. But I just couldn’t think of how any situation could be worse than the one we had now—me standing full days at a bank window with my toes crushed into the points of my brown pumps, the kids in aftercare until six every day, my mother harping on me to get my eyelashes dyed.

		“Yes,” I said. “Yes to all of it.” I felt a tiny sting of anxiety. It was without a doubt the rashest decision I’d ever made.

		“Terrific!” she said. “Why don’t you come out on Saturday?”

		It was Friday. “Do you mean tomorrow?” I said. “New Year’s Eve?”

		“Is the year over already?”

		“It is.”

		“Tomorrow, then!” Jean practically sang into the phone. “Just don’t bring your mother.”

		My mother, in fact, had just marched out with all her suitcases, slamming the door behind her. “I don’t think you have to worry,” I said.

		Looking back, Jean might have meant she wanted us to come out Saturday for a visit. But that’s not what I heard. Within an hour of hanging up, I had quit my job, had notified the kids’ schools that they wouldn’t be back after vacation, and was fighting an urge to hop in the car right that minute.

		It took less than a day to load up everything we needed. Most of our furniture was still in storage, anyway, even after all this time. And the ease of our getaway forced me to wonder if I’d been half expecting this all along: that a moment would come when I would not just want, but absolutely need, to take flight.

	
		Chapter 2
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		Just minutes after almost killing that girl Sunshine, I was back in the minivan, creeping at ten miles an hour around the town square and swearing up and down to be more careful. It was New Year’s Eve, for Pete’s sake. I was starting over. At the very least, I could manage to not kick off the year with vehicular manslaughter.

		The square was so cute, it was almost cutesy—but I kept my eyes strictly on the road. Until we passed a sign that read, WELCOME TO ATWATER, TEX.! POP. 12,001! WE’RE GLAD YOU’RE HERE!

		“We made it,” I told the kids, wondering who the “1” out of 12,001 might be. “What do you think of our new town?”

		“Fancy,” Abby said.

		“Do you know how many people live here?” I asked.

		“How many?” Tank asked.

		“Twelve thousand and one,” I said.

		“I wonder who that ‘one’ is,” Abby said, and I felt that bittersweet flash of seeing yourself in your children.

		“And they’re glad we’re here,” I added, just to make sure we all felt welcome.

		“All of them?” Tank asked.

		“All of them,” I confirmed.

		“Except maybe for that lady we almost just killed,” Abby added.

		I didn’t want to think about “that lady”—or what she’d said. I pushed her out of my mind with an ease that should have been alarming, even to me.

		We fell silent for a minute as we turned onto Broken Tree Road. We were almost there, and we could all feel it.

		“Where am I supposed to turn again, Tank?” I asked, already knowing the answer, as we neared the spot.

		“At the red barn!” he shouted, kicking the back of my seat.

		Jean’s directions were perfect. Next came the rusty windmill, then the rusty water tank, then the famous broken tree—which really was broken: an oak split in half by lightning but still going strong. And right after that, the gate. I’d barely even met the woman, and I knew right away it was hers. Starting with the purple wisteria growing on the entry posts—somehow magically in bloom in the middle of winter.

		Abby knew, too. “This is it!” she shouted. “This is definitely it!”

		We pulled over a cattle guard and up a gravel drive.

		Tank yelled out, “I see the goats!”

		Before I had even set the parking brake, the kids jumped out of the car. I felt an urge to say something ridiculous, like “Don’t let them kick you with their pointy hooves!” But then I changed my mind. How often do you get to run toward a new life with such abandon? As I watched them both tear across the yard, my gaze fell on Abby and the tiny limp left in her gait from the accident. Was it noticeable? Would I see it if I didn’t know to look for it? I couldn’t tell. Like with anything you’ve studied too hard for too long, I couldn’t see it clearly anymore.

		Of course, I didn’t really care about a tiny, almost imperceptible limp. I was just using Abby’s body as a measure of her heart. What I really wanted to know, and checked over and over impatiently, almost compulsively, was this: Had we put our sorrows behind us yet? Or would we carry them with us forever?

		I heard a screen door slam and looked up to see Aunt Jean coming out of the side of one of the barns.

		I knew her right away. She did not look filthy. She was not missing teeth. And she certainly wasn’t “fat.” Not the way my mother had said it, at least. She was more like “plump.” Or “womanly.” Or some other, kinder word. Her hair was white, cut in a short bob and tucked behind her ears. She had a round, cheery face with crinkles at the eyes, and if she’d had a poofy red dress, she could have passed easily for Mrs. Claus. She wore overalls and possibly the same straw hat I remembered from fifteen years before.

		As soon as I saw her, walking across the farmyard in her muddy farm boots, I wanted to march up and give her a hug. But she beat me to it.

		“You made it,” she said, squeezing me tight. She smelled like oranges.

		“Thank you for rescuing us,” I said.

		“It’s a bit overdue,” she said, explaining that a childhood friend of theirs had bumped into my mother over the holidays and gotten the scoop. “I’d have invited you here ages ago if I’d known.”

		“Well,” I said with a shrug, “we’re here now.”

		She gave me another hug. “At last.”

		We walked toward the barns, where the kids were now wading through a mosh pit of goats.

		“I see they’ve found the ladies,” Aunt Jean said.

		“They’re not penned in?”

		“The girls? Lord, no!”

		“They just roam free? Don’t they escape?”

		“No,” Jean said. “They like it here.”

		I looked at the goats’ long, solemn faces, smooth and brown with enormous eyes. I’d been expecting the Billy Goats Gruff—little beards and conical horns. But these were smooth-haired and hornless, with long ears that flapped down past their chins, almost like overgrown bunnies. Except for the hooves, of course. And the enormous, exaggerated udders bouncing between their hind legs.

		“Nubians,” Jean said, watching me watch them. “Creamiest milk in the world.”

		“Abby warned her brother not to expect them to be wearing little human clothes like in Richard Scarry,” I said to Jean. We both let our eyes fall on Abby as three goats nuzzled her at once. “Which makes me think she was kind of hoping they would be.”

		“No human clothes,” Jean confirmed. “But that’s not a bad idea.”

		The farm had a whole collection of barns, ranging from tumbledown and rusty to brand-new and powder-coated. A wooded hill rose behind the farmyard, but the yard itself was a big clearing with a pond, a pigpen, and more enormous pecan trees than I could count. And, of course, farm machinery and animals everywhere.

		From where I stood, I could see piglets, at least ten dogs of all different sizes, five or six cats, chickens galore, ducks, turkeys, some other birds I couldn’t identify, peacocks, and, of course, the goats.

		“You sure have a lot of pets,” Tank called to Jean.

		Jean smiled. “On a farm,” she called to him, “we just call them animals.”

		She turned to me. “Everybody has a job here,” she explained, gesturing around. “The cats keep the mice away. The hens lay eggs. The dogs protect the chickens from the coyotes. The goats make milk.”

		“What about the turkeys?” I asked. “What’s their job?”

		“Their job is to be eaten,” she answered.

		“What about those cute piglets?” I asked.

		“Their job is to eat the whey that’s left over from making cheese.”

		“Oh,” I said, a little relieved.

		“And then to be eaten.”

		“Oh,” I said again, making a mental note to keep the kids away from Charlotte’s Web.

		“They won’t be nearly as cute by then,” she added.

		“When will that be?” I asked.

		“About two hundred pounds from now.”

		Jean kept going, pointing at one group of birds and then another. “The peacocks’ job is to look pretty, and the guinea hens’ job is to drive me crazy.”

		Tank started chasing a rooster that was almost as tall as he was.

		“Tank!” I shouted. “Leave the bird alone!”

		But Jean said, “That’s Dubbie. He can take care of himself.”

		Now waist-deep in goats ourselves, we started making our way toward the kids. The rooster took off with a scrabble of wings, leaving Tank in the dust.

		“What’s Dubbie’s job?” I asked.

		Jean frowned at me for a second, then said, “His job is to make the sun come up every morning.”

		Once we reached the children, we made formal introductions. Abby waved shyly at Aunt Jean, and Tank held out his hand to shake, the way he’d been taught in preschool. As we headed toward the vegetable garden, I explained to the kids that Aunt Jean had bought quilts for each of them when they were born.

		“Bought?” Jean turned to me. “I made those quilts!”

		“You made them?”

		Jean nodded.

		They’d been full-sized and patchwork. It had never occurred to me that Jean might have made them. Who makes something like that?

		“All hand-stitched, too,” Jean added. “No machine.”

		“How long did they take you?” I asked.

		“Maybe about a year,” she said. “Each.”

		“A year!” I couldn’t imagine why this almost-total stranger would spend a year of her life making quilts for children she’d likely never even see.

		She sensed what I was thinking. “It was time well spent,” she said. “Y’all are my only family. Except for your mother. And she hardly counts.”

		“I’m thinking back, trying to remember if I sent you a thank-you note,” I said, now cringing a little. “I hope I did.”

		“I have no idea,” Jean said. Across the yard the dogs started howling, and she hushed them. “Do you use the quilts?”

		Here I had to lie. My mother had insisted we put them away. She had wanted to throw them away, but I’d convinced her we might someday sell them on eBay. Even she had to admit they were adorable.

		“We did use them,” I lied. “All the time.”

		Jean looked happy. “Then that’s thanks enough for me.”

		At the garden, some of the dogs followed us in. Abby closed the gate after everyone, but when she turned around, she was face-to-face with the biggest dog either of us had ever seen—like a golden retriever crossed with a polar bear. She skittered over to hide behind me.

		“He’s friendly,” Jean said.

		“He’s taller than Abby,” I said.

		“Yes,” she agreed, “but he thinks he’s a Chihuahua. He defers to anything beagle-sized or larger.”

		Sure enough, his legs were surrounded by little dogs: a shih tzu, a rat terrier, and a dachshund.

		“We’ve got two packs here,” Jean explained. “The big guys”—she pointed to a group of knee-height mutts by the barn—“and the little guys.” Her eyes fell on the enormous dog and his tiny friends. “But,” she added, “they’ll all play together in a pinch.”

		“Kind of like people,” Abby volunteered from behind my leg.

		Jean tilted her head as though she were seeing Abby for the first time. “Yes!” she said. “Kind of exactly like people.”

		Jean kneeled down beside her and said, “Let’s go make a proper introduction.” She took Abby’s hand and led her over to the big dog. He stood very still, and when Abby got close enough, he licked the tips of her fingers. Before long she was letting him slather his enormous tongue all over her face.

		“What’s his name?” I asked as Jean walked back toward me.

		“Bob Dylan,” she said.

		“Can he play the harmonica?”

		She shook her head. “He refuses to practice.”

		We hadn’t been in the garden long before Jean put the kids to work. She showed them where she kept a rain barrel “to collect the runoff from barn gutters,” demonstrated how to turn the spigot, and then asked them to fill her watering cans for the plants. As they got to work she said to me, “Let me show you the house.”

		“Are they safe there?” I asked, hesitating. It was not very often—like, never—that I left them unsupervised.

		“Who?” Jean asked.

		“The children.” I knew I sounded nuts. It was a garden, for Pete’s sake, not a snake pit.

		“Of course! Yes! They’ll call us if they need us.”

		I glanced back at the kids again. “Are there ever snakes in the garden?” I asked, trying to seem casual.

		“Oh, no,” Jean said as she opened the door. “You just stomp around nice and loud when you first get there in the morning, and that scares ’em off.”

		It’s uncommon to move into a place sight unseen. Usually, even if you’re going to a hotel on vacation, you’ve at least seen the website. As we walked over, it hit me that I had probably never been less prepared for what I was about to see. Though after all these years of living with my mother’s fierce jealousy and bitterness over the house, I couldn’t help but expect something big. Big enough to sustain a thirty-year feud.

		Of course, nothing in life is ever what you’re expecting.

		It was not a mansion, as my mother had claimed. I stopped in my tracks and gaped. It looked like a plump little English cottage—like something from a magical forest. It had exposed crossbeams, rounded dormer windows, planter boxes with flowers, and plants all around it in full bloom. The whole thing was lopsided, almost like a life-sized gingerbread house.

		“Whoa,” I said. “Is that roof made of license plates?”

		“Yep,” Jean said. “Frank collected them.”

		“Who’s Frank?”

		Jean turned to study my face and frowned a little, as if she thought I should have known. Then she turned back to the house again. “I guess Frank was like my husband. Except
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