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About the Book

Things to do when I grow up:
1. Have a baby
2. Fall in love
 3. Perform live on a super-big stage

Brett Bohlinger seems to have it all: a plum job, a spacious loft and an irresistibly handsome boyfriend. That is, until her beloved mother passes away leaving behind a will with one big stipulation: in order to receive her inheritance, Brett must first complete the life list of goals she’d written when she was fourteen.

Grief-stricken, Brett cannot believe she can ever fulfil her mother’s wishes, because to do so would mean losing her job, her apartment, and her boyfriend.

But as Brett reluctantly embarks on a perplexing journey in search of her adolescent dreams, one thing becomes clear: sometimes life’s sweetest gifts can be found in the most unexpected places.


About the Author

Lori Nelson Spielman, a former speech pathologist and guidance counsellor, currently works as a homebound teacher for inner-city students. She enjoys sailing, running, and reading, though writing is her passion. She lives in Michigan with her husband and a very spoiled cat.
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For my parents, Frank and Joan Nelson


Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.

—CARL JUNG


CHAPTER ONE

[image: image]

VOICES FROM THE dining room echo up the walnut staircase, indistinct, buzzing, intrusive. With trembling hands I lock the door behind me. My world goes silent. I lean my head against the door and take a deep breath. The room still smells of her — Eau d’Hadrien perfume and goat’s-milk soap. Her iron bed creaks when I crawl over it, a sound as reassuring as the tinkle of her garden chimes, or her silky voice when she’d tell me she loved me. I came to this bed when she shared it with my father, complaining of an ache in my belly or monsters under my bed. Each time Mom took me in, holding me close and stroking my hair, whispering, “There will be another sky, my love, just you wait.” And then, as if by miracle, I’d wake the next morning to find ribbons of amber streaming through my lace curtains.

I kick off my new black pumps and rub my feet in relief. Scooting backward, I settle against the yellow paisley pillows. I’m going to keep this bed, I decide. No matter who else wants it, it’s mine. But I’ll miss this classy old brownstone. “She’s as sturdy as Grandmama,” Mom would say about her home. But to me, no house, no person, was ever as steady as Grandmama’s daughter — my mother — Elizabeth Bohlinger.

Suddenly I have a thought. Blinking back tears, I bound from the bed. She hid it up here, I know she did. But where? I throw open her closet door. My hands grope blindly behind designer suits and dresses. I yank at a rack of silk blouses, and they part like theater curtains. There it is, nestled in her shoe rack like an infant in its crib. One bottle of Krug, sequestered to her closet for the past four months.

Once it’s in my clutches, guilt infests me. This champagne belongs to Mom, not me. She splurged on the outrageous bottle on our way home from her first doctor’s appointment, and promptly tucked it away so it wouldn’t be confused with the regular bottles downstairs. It was a symbol of promise, she rationalized. At the end of her treatments, when she was given a clean bill of health, she and I would open the rare champagne as a celebration of life and miracles.

I finger the silver foil and bite my lip. I can’t drink this. It was meant for a celebratory toast, not for a grieving daughter too weak to make it through a funeral luncheon.

Something else catches my eye, wedged between the spot where I found the champagne and a pair of suede loafers. I reach for it. It’s a slim red book — a journal, I suspect — secured with a faded yellow ribbon. The leather cover is cracked and weathered. To Brett, she has written on a heart-shaped gift tag. Save this for a day when you are feeling stronger. Today, raise a glass to us, my dear. What a duo we were. Love, Mom.

I trace my finger over the handwriting, never as neat as one would expect from someone so beautiful. My throat aches. Despite her assurance of a happy ending, my mom knew the day would come when I would need rescuing. She’s left me her champagne for today, and a sliver of her life, her inner thoughts and musings, for tomorrow.

But I can’t wait until tomorrow. I stare down at the journal, desperate to read her words right now. Just one quick peek, that’s all. When I tug the yellow ribbon, though, an image of my mom takes shape. She’s shaking her head, gently chastising my impatience. I glance at her note, telling me to wait until I’m stronger, and I’m torn between my wishes and hers. Finally, I set the journal aside. “For you,” I whisper, and tap the cover with a kiss, “I’ll wait.”

A moan rises from my chest, cracking the silence. I slap a hand over my mouth to catch it, but it’s too late. I double over, clutching my ribs, and literally ache for my mother. How will I ever manage to stumble through this world without her? I have so much more daughter left in me.

I grab the champagne. Holding the bottle between my knees, I pop the cork. It shoots across the room, knocking over a bottle of Kytril from my mom’s bedside table. Her antinauseants! I scramble to the bedside and gather the triangular tablets in my fists, remembering the first time I offered one to Mom. She’d just had her first chemo treatment and was full of false bravado for my sake. “I feel fine, really. I’ve had menstrual cramps that have given me more grief.”

But that night, nausea hit her like a tsunami. She swallowed the white tablet, and later asked for another. I lay with her while the drug mercifully took effect and allowed sleep to come. I snuggled next to her, in this very bed, and stroked her hair and held her close, just as she’d done for me so many times. And then, raw with desperation, I closed my eyes and begged God to heal my mother.

He didn’t listen.

The pills stream from my palm into the plastic prescription bottle. Leaving the lid loose, I position the bottle on the table’s edge, close to her bed, so she can easily reach them. But no … my mom’s gone. She will never take another pill.

I need the champagne. “Here’s to you, Mom,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “I was so proud to be your daughter. You knew that, right?”

In no time the room is spinning, but my pain is mercifully eased. I lower the champagne bottle to the floor and pull back the down comforter. The cool sheets smell faintly of lavender. It feels decadent to lie here, away from the crowd of strangers one floor below. I burrow deeper under the covers, indulging myself in just one more moment of silence before returning downstairs. Just one more minute …

A LOUD KNOCK startles me from my stupor. I sit up. It takes a second before I realize where I am … shit, the luncheon! I bolt from the bed, stumbling over the champagne bottle as I lurch for the door.

“Ouch! Oh, damn!”

“You okay, Brett?” my sister-in-law Catherine asks from the open doorway. Before I can answer, she gasps and rushes into the room. She squats before the damp rug and lifts the bottle. “My God! You spilled a bottle of Clos du Mesnil 1995?”

“I drank a good bit of it first.” I plop down beside her and dab the Oriental rug with the hem of my dress.

“Jesus, Brett. This bottle cost over seven hundred dollars.”

“Uh-huh.” I drag myself to my feet and squint at my watch, but the numbers are all blurry. “What time is it?”

She smooths down her black linen dress. “It’s almost two. Lunch is being served.” She tucks a stray curl behind my ear. Even though I tower over her by a good five inches, she still manages to make me feel like I’m her unkempt toddler. I half expect her to lick her fingers and pat down my cowlick. “You look downright gaunt, Brett,” she says, repositioning my pearl necklace. “Your mother would be the first to say that despite your grief, you must take care of yourself.”

But that’s not true. My mom would tell me I look pretty, even though my makeup has been cried off. She’d insist that the humidity has enhanced my long auburn waves, not created a frizzy rat’s nest, and that my puffy, red-rimmed eyes are still the soulful brown eyes of a poet.

I feel tears threaten and I turn away. Who’s going to boost my confidence now that my mom’s gone? I bend down to grab the empty bottle, but the floor wobbles and lurches. Oh, God! I’m on a sailboat in the middle of a cyclone. I grab hold of the bed frame like it’s my lifeline and wait for the storm to pass.

Catherine cocks her head and studies me, tapping her bottom lip with her perfectly manicured nail. “Listen, sweetie, why don’t you stay put. I’ll bring you up a plate.”

Stay put my ass! It’s my mother’s luncheon. I need to get downstairs. But the room is fuzzy and I can’t find my shoes. I turn in circles. What was it I was looking for? I stagger to the door barefoot, and then I remember. “Okay, shoes. Come out come out wherever you are.” I squat down and peer under the bed.

Catherine grabs me by the arm and pulls me up. “Brett, stop. You’re drunk. I’ll tuck you into bed and you can sleep it off.”

“No!” I shake off her hold on me. “I can’t miss this.”

“But you can. Your mother wouldn’t want you —”

“Ahh, there they are.” I grab my new black heels and work to plant my feet into them. Jesus, my feet have grown two sizes in the last hour.

I barrel down the hallway as best I can, my feet half in, half out of my pumps. With both hands outstretched to steady me, I stagger from one wall to the other, like a pinball. Behind me, I hear Catherine. Her voice is stern but she’s keeping it low, as if she’s speaking through clenched teeth. “Brett! Stop right now!”

She’s nuts if she thinks I’m going to skip the funeral luncheon. I have to honor my mother. My beautiful, loving mother …

I’m at the staircase now, still trying to push my swollen feet into these Barbie doll pumps. I’m halfway down the staircase when my ankle twists.

“Eeow!”

At once a sea of guests, all who’ve come to pay tribute to my mother, turn to watch me. I catch glimpses of horrified women raising their hands to their mouths, and men gasping as they rush to catch me.

I land in a heap in the foyer, my black dress hiked to midthigh, minus one shoe.

THE SOUND OF clattering dishes wakes me. I wipe the drool from the side of my mouth and sit up. My throbbing head feels thick and murky. I blink several times and look around. I’m at my mom’s house. Good. She’ll have an aspirin for me. I notice the living room is cast in shadows, and workers mill about, stacking plates and glasses into brown plastic bins. What’s going on? It hits me like the crack of a baseball bat. My throat seizes up and I cover my mouth. All the pain, every scrap of anguish and sadness crashes in anew.

I’ve been told that a long battle with cancer is worse than a short one, but I’m not convinced that this holds true for the survivors. My mother’s diagnosis and death came so quickly it seems almost surreal, like a nightmare I’ll wake from with a cry of relief. Instead, too often I wake having forgotten the tragedy, and I’m forced to relive the loss over and over, like Bill Murray in Groundhog Day. Will it ever feel okay, not having that one person in my life who loves me unconditionally? Will I ever be able to think of my mother without my chest cramping?

As I rub my aching temples, short snippets of fuzzy snapshots come rushing in, re-creating my humiliating fiasco on the stairs. I want to die.

“Hey, sleepy girl.” Shelley, my other sister-in-law, walks over to me carrying three-month-old Emma in her arms.

“Oh, God!” I moan and hang my head in my hands. “I am such an idiot.”

“Why? You think you’re the only person who’s ever gotten tipsy? How’s the ankle?”

I lift a bag of mostly melted ice from my ankle and turn my foot in circles. “It’ll be fine.” I shake my head. “It’ll heal much sooner than my ego. How could I have done that to my mom?” I plop the bag of ice water on the floor and pull myself from the sofa. “On a scale of one to ten, Shel, how awful was I?”

She bats a hand at me. “I told everyone you were suffering from exhaustion. And they bought it. It was an easy story to pitch, since you looked like you hadn’t slept in weeks.” She peeks at her watch. “Listen, Jay and I are getting ready to go now, it’s after seven.”

From the foyer I spot Jay squatting in front of their three-year-old, stuffing little Trevor’s arms into a bright yellow slicker that makes him look like a miniature fireman. His crystal blue eyes find mine and he squeals.

“Auntie Bwett!”

My heart trips and I secretly hope my nephew never learns to pronounce his R’s. I walk over to him and tousle his hair. “How’s my big boy?”

Jay clips the metal fastener at Trevor’s collar and pulls himself up. “There she is.” Aside from the telltale crow’s-feet flanking his dimpled grin, my brother looks closer to twenty-six than his thirty-six years. He drapes an arm around me. “Have a nice nap?”

“I’m so sorry,” I say, swiping a flake of mascara from under my eye.

He plants a kiss on my forehead. “No worries. We all know this is hardest on you.”

What he means is, of the three Bohlinger children, I’m still single, the one with no family of my own. I counted on Mom the most. My brother feels sorry for me.

“We’re all grieving,” I say, pulling away.

“But you were her daughter,” my oldest brother, Joad, says. He rounds the corner of the foyer, his wiry frame nearly hidden by a colossal floral spray. Unlike Jay, who brushes his thinning tresses straight back, Joad shaves his head smooth as an egg, which, along with his clear-framed eyeglasses, gives him an urban-artsy vibe. He turns sideways and pecks me on the cheek. “You two had a special bond. Jay and I couldn’t have managed without you, especially near the end.”

It’s true. When our mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer last spring, I convinced her we would fight it together. I’m the one who nursed her after surgery, the one who sat beside her at every chemo treatment, the one who insisted on a second, and then a third opinion. And when all the experts agreed her prognosis was grim, I’m the one who was with her the day she decided to stop the heinous treatments.

Jay squeezes my hand, his blue eyes bright with tears. “We’re here for you. You know that, right?”

I nod and pull a Kleenex from my pocket.

Shelley breaks our silent grieving when she steps into the foyer, lugging Emma’s car carrier. She turns to Jay. “Hon, could you grab that jade plant my parents sent?” She glances at Joad, then me. “You guys don’t want it, do you?”

Joad nods at the botanical garden in his arms, in case she might have missed it. “Got mine.”

“Take it,” I say, baffled that anyone would care about a plant when our mother just died.

My siblings and their spouses shuffle from our mother’s brownstone into the misty September evening while I stand holding open the rosewood door, just as Mother used to do. Catherine is the last to pass, tucking an Hermès scarf into her suede jacket.

“See you tomorrow,” she says, planting a Casino Pink kiss on my cheek.

I groan. As if deciding who’ll get which plant isn’t enough fun, at ten thirty tomorrow morning, all of Mother’s assets will be doled out to her children like it’s a Bohlinger awards ceremony. In a matter of hours I’ll become president of Bohlinger Cosmetics and Catherine’s boss — and I’m not the least bit confident I can handle either.

THE NIGHT’S STORMY shell cracks, revealing a cloudless, blue-skied morning. A good omen, I decide. From the backseat of a Lincoln Town Car, I stare out at the frothy shoreline of Lake Michigan and mentally rehearse what I’ll say. Wow, I’m humbled. What an honor. I’ll never replace Mother, but I’ll try my damnedest to move the company forward.

My head throbs, and again I curse myself for drinking that damn champagne. What was I thinking? I feel sick — and not just physically. How could I have done that to my mother? And how can I possibly expect my siblings to take me seriously now? I grab my compact from my purse and dab powder on my cheeks. I must appear competent and composed today — the way a CEO should. My brothers need to know that I can handle the business, even if I’m not always able to handle my alcohol. Will they be proud of their little sister, moving from advertising executive to president of a major company at age thirty-four? Despite yesterday’s debacle, I think so. They have their own careers, and aside from their stock shares, they have little to do with the family business. And Shelley’s a speech pathologist and a busy mommy. She doesn’t give a whit who runs her mother-in-law’s company.

It’s Catherine I fear.

A graduate of Penn’s prestigious Wharton School of Business and a member of the U.S. synchronized swim team swim during the Olympic Games of 1992, my sister-in-law has the brains, the tenacity, and the competitive edge to run three companies simultaneously.

For the past twelve years she’s held the title of vice president of Bohlinger Cosmetics and been Mother’s right hand. Without Catherine, Bohlinger Cosmetics would have remained a small-but-prosperous cottage industry. But Catherine came aboard and convinced Mother to expand her line. In early 2002, she got wind of a new episode Oprah Winfrey would be launching called “My Favorite Things.” For twenty-one weeks straight, Catherine sent exquisitely wrapped packages of Bohlinger’s organic soaps and lotions to Harpo Studios, along with photos and articles about the all-natural, ecofriendly company. Just as she was preparing her twenty-second shipment, Harpo Studios called. Oprah had chosen Bohlinger’s Organic Black Tea and Grape Seed Facial Mask as one of her favorite things.

The episode aired and business exploded. Suddenly every spa and high-end department store demanded the Bohlinger line. Manufacturing quadrupled in the first six months. Three major companies offered outrageous sums to purchase the company outright, but Catherine convinced Mother not to sell. Instead, she opened shops in New York, LA, Dallas, and Miami, and two years later expanded to the overseas markets. Though I’d love to think my marketing prowess had something to do with it, the company became a multimillion-dollar enterprise largely because of Catherine Humphries-Bohlinger.

It’s undeniable. Catherine is the queen bee, and as director of marketing I’ve been one of her loyal worker bees. But in a matter of minutes, our roles will be reversed. I’ll become Catherine’s boss — a thought that terrifies the bejesus out of me.

Last June, when my mother was in the throes of treatment and her presence at Bohlinger Cosmetics was a rarity, Catherine called me into her office.

“It’s important that you learn the nuts and bolts of the operation, Brett,” she said, perched behind her cherry desk with her hands folded in front of her. “As much as we’d like to deny it, our lives are going to change. You need to be prepared for your role.”

She thought my mother would die! How could she assume the worst? But Catherine was a realist, and she was rarely wrong. A chill came over me.

“Naturally, all of your mother’s shares will go to you, once she passes. You are, after all, her only daughter and the sole child in the business. You’ve also been her business partner longer than anyone else.”

A lump rose in my throat. My mother used to boast that I was still in diapers when I joined the company. She’d hoist me into my baby backpack and off we’d go, pitching her soaps and lotions to local shops and farmer’s markets.

“And as the majority shareholder,” Catherine continued, “you’re entitled to her position as CEO.”

Something in her cool, measured tone made me wonder if she resented this. And who could blame her? The woman was brilliant. And me — I just happened to be Elizabeth’s daughter.

“I’m going to help you prepare — not that you aren’t already.” She tapped open her computer calendar. “How about we start tomorrow, eight A.M. sharp.” It wasn’t a question, it was an order.

So each morning I’d pull up a chair next to Catherine’s and listen as she explained overseas business transactions, international tax codes, and the company’s day-to-day operations. She sent me to a weeklong seminar at Harvard Business School bringing me up to date on the latest management techniques, and enrolled me in online workshops on topics ranging from streamlining budgets to employee relations. Though many times I felt overwhelmed, I never once considered bowing out. I’ll be honored to wear the crown that was once my mother’s. I just hope my sister-in-law doesn’t come to resent each time she’s asked to help polish it.

Mother’s driver drops me off at 200 E. Randolph Street and I gaze up at the granite-and-steel structure of Chicago’s Aon Center. Office space in this place must be outrageous. Obviously, Mother’s attorney is no slouch. I make my way to the thirty-second floor, and at precisely ten thirty Claire, an attractive redhead, leads me into Mr. Midar’s office, where my brothers and their wives have already gathered at a rectangular mahogany table.

“Can I get you some coffee, Ms. Bohlinger?” she asks. “Or perhaps tea? Bottled water?”

“No, thank you.” I find a seat beside Shelley and look around. Mr. Midar’s office is an impressive concoction of old and new. The space itself reeks of modernity, all marble and glass, but he’s softened it with Oriental rugs and several key pieces of antique furniture. The effect is soothing lucidity.

“Nice place,” I say.

“Isn’t it?” Catherine says from across the table. “I adore Stone architecture.”

“Same here. And there’s enough granite in this one to open a quarry.”

She chuckles as if I’m a little tot who’s just made a funny. “I meant Stone, as in Edward Durell Stone,” she says. “He was the architect.”

“Oh, right.” Is there nothing this woman doesn’t know? But rather than impressing me, Catherine’s intelligence makes me feel ignorant, her strength makes me feel weak, and her competence makes me feel as useless as a pair of Spanx on Victoria Beckham. I love Catherine dearly, but it’s a love that’s tempered by intimidation — whether the result of my insecurity or Catherine’s arrogance, I’m not sure. Mom once told me I had all of Catherine’s intellect but only a smidgen of her self-confidence. Then she whispered, “And thank God for that.” It was the only time I ever heard Mother speak ill of Catherine the Great, but that single, uncensored statement gives me enormous comfort.

“It was originally built for Standard Oil Company,” she continues, as if I’m interested. “Back in ’73, if I’m not mistaken.”

Jay rolls his chair back, behind Catherine’s line of vision, and mimes an exaggerated yawn. But Joad seems riveted by his wife’s prater.

“Very good, dear. Third tallest building in Chicago,” Joad says, looking at Catherine, as if for confirmation. Though my big bro is one of the city’s most esteemed young architects, I sense that he, too, is a bit intimidated by the horsepower of the woman he married. “It’s surpassed only by the Trump Tower and Willis Tower.”

Catherine looks at me. “Willis Tower — you know, the former Sears Tower.”

“The Sears Tower?” I ask, rubbing my chin in mock befuddlement. “Why would a department store need an entire tower?”

From across the table, Jay grins. But Catherine eyes me as if she’s not entirely sure I’m joking before resuming her lesson. “This place has eighty-three floors aboveground and —”

The architecture trivia game ends when the door opens and a tall, disheveled man rushes into the room, a bit breathless. He looks to be about forty. He rakes a hand through his dark hair and straightens his tie. “Hey, everyone,” he calls, moving to the table. “I’m Brad Midar. Sorry to have kept you waiting.” He strides around the table and shakes each of our hands as we introduce ourselves. The intensity of his gaze is tempered by a slight overlap of his front teeth, lending him an authentic, boyish charm. I wonder if my siblings are thinking what I’m thinking. Why did Mother hire this young guy, a complete stranger, rather than Mr. Goldblatt, who’s been our family attorney for years?

“I just came from a meeting across town,” Midar says and finds his chair at the head of the table, kitty-corner from me. “I didn’t expect it to run so late.”

He drops a manila file folder on the table. I glance at Catherine, poised to take notes with her legal pad and pen, and cringe. Why didn’t I think to take notes? How the hell am I going to run an entire company when I can’t even remember my legal pad?

Mr. Midar clears his throat. “Let me begin by saying how sorry I am for your loss. I liked Elizabeth very much. We met just last May, right after she was diagnosed, but somehow I feel as if I knew her for years. I wasn’t able to stay long at the luncheon yesterday, but I did attend her funeral. I like to think I was there as her friend, not as her lawyer.”

I immediately like this busy attorney who found time to attend my mother’s funeral — a woman he knew a scant sixteen weeks. I think of the lawyer in my life, my boyfriend Andrew, who knew my mother for four years, yet couldn’t clear his schedule to attend yesterday’s luncheon. I push back the ache in my chest. He was in the middle of a trial, after all. And he did break away for the funeral.

“Having said that,” Mr. Midar continues, “I’m honored to be the executor of her estate. Shall we begin?”

An hour later, my mother’s favorite charities are substantially more solvent, and Jay and Joad Bohlinger are worth enough money to spend the rest of their days in idle folly. How had Mother managed to accumulate such wealth?

“Brett Bohlinger is to collect her inheritance at a later date.” Mr. Midar removes his reading glasses and looks over at me. “There’s an asterisk here. I’ll explain this in detail later.”

“Okay,” I say, literally scratching my head. Why wouldn’t Mom give me my inheritance today? Maybe she’ll explain in that little red journal she left me. And then it dawns on me. I’m getting the entire company, which today is worth millions. But God only knows how it’ll fare under my leadership. A dull ache kicks at my temples.

“Next is your mother’s home.” He plants his reading glasses on his nose and finds his place on the document. “One Thirteen North Astor Street and all of its contents are to remain intact for twelve months. Neither the structure nor its contents are to be sold or leased during this time. My children may inhabit the home not longer than thirty consecutive days, and are welcome to utilize household items for their personal use.”

“Seriously?” Joad says, staring at Mr. Midar. “We’ve got our own homes. There’s no need to keep hers.”

I feel my face burn and turn my attention to my cuticles. Obviously, my brother thinks I’m co-owner of the loft I share with Andrew. Even though I’ve lived there since Andrew bought it three years ago, and have more money invested in it than he does, I’m not on the title. Technically, it’s his. And I’m okay with that, for the most part. Money’s never been an issue for me, the way it’s been with Andrew.

“Bro, it’s Mom’s will,” Jay says in his usual good-natured tone. “We need to respect her wishes.”

Joad shakes his head. “Well, it’s nuts. Twelve months of outrageous taxes. Not to mention the maintenance on the old relic.”

Joad inherited our father’s emotional temperament — decisive, pragmatic, and devoid of sentimentality. His impassive nature can be helpful, like last week when we were making funeral arrangements. But today it feels disrespectful. Left to his own devices, Joad would probably plant a FOR SALE sign in Mom’s yard and a dumpster in her driveway by day’s end. Instead, we’ll have time to sift through her belongings and thoughtfully say goodbye to pieces of her, one at a time. It’s too traditional for Andrew’s taste, but it’s possible one of my brothers could even decide to keep her treasured property permanently.

The same year I left for Northwestern, Mom bought the tumbledown brownstone when it went into foreclosure. My father chided her, told her she was nuts to take on such an enormous project. But he was her ex-husband by then. Mother was free to make her own decisions. She saw something magical beyond the rotted ceilings and smelly carpets. It took years of hard work and self-denial, but eventually her vision and patience prevailed. Today the nineteenth-century building, located in Chicago’s coveted Gold Coast neighborhood, is a showpiece. My mother, the daughter of a steelworker, used to tease that she was like Louise Jefferson, having “moved on up” from her hometown of Gary, Indiana. I wish my father had lived long enough to witness the spectacular transformation of the house — and the woman — I felt he’d always underestimated.

“Are you sure she was of sound mind when she made this will?” Joad asks.

I see something conspiratorial in the attorney’s grin. “Oh, she was of sound mind, all right. Let me assure you, your mother knew exactly what she was doing. In fact, I’ve never seen such elaborate planning.”

“Let’s continue,” Catherine says, ever the manager. “We’ll deal with the house on our own time.”

Mr. Midar clears his throat. “Okay, shall we move on to Bohlinger Cosmetics now?”

My head throbs and I feel four pairs of eyes on me. Yesterday’s scene resurfaces and I’m frozen with panic. What kind of CEO gets drunk at her mother’s funeral luncheon? I don’t deserve this honor. But it’s too late now. Like an actress nominated for an Academy Award, I try to make my face a picture of neutrality. Catherine sits with her pen poised, waiting to take down every last detail of the business offering. I’d better get used to it. Subordinate or not, the woman’s going to keep watch on me for the rest of my career.

“All of my shares of Bohlinger Cosmetics, as well as the title of chief executive officer, will go to my daughter —”

Act naturally. Keep your eyes off Catherine.

“— in-law,” I hear, as if I’m hallucinating. “Catherine Humphries-Bohlinger.”


CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]

“WHAT THE HELL?” I ask aloud. In a flash, I realize I’ve lost the damn Oscar, and to my horror I’m not the least bit gracious. In fact, I’m unabashedly pissed.

Midar looks at me over his tortoiseshell frames. “I’m sorry? Would you like me to repeat that?”

“Y-yes,” I stammer, my eyes traveling from one family member to the next, hoping for a show of support. Jay’s eyes are sympathetic, but Joad can’t even look at me. He’s doodling on his legal pad, his jaw twitching manically. And Catherine, well, she really could have been an actress, because the look of incredulity on her face is completely believable.

Mr. Midar leans nearer to me and speaks deliberately, as if I’m his infirm old grandmother. “Your mother’s shares of Bohlinger Cosmetics will go to your sister-in-law, Catherine.” He holds out the official document for me to see. “You’ll each get a copy of this, but you’re welcome to read mine now.”

I scowl and wave him off, trying my damnedest to breathe. “No. Thank you,” I manage. “Continue. Please. I’m sorry.” I slouch into my chair and bite my lip to keep it from trembling. There must be a mistake. I … I’ve worked so hard. I wanted to make her proud. Did Catherine set me up? No, she’d never be that cruel.

“That about wraps up this part of the process,” he tells us. “I do have one private matter to discuss with Brett.” He looks at me. “Do you have time now, or shall we arrange to meet another day?”

I’m lost in a fog, struggling to make my way out. “Today’s fine,” someone says in a voice that sounds like mine.

“Okay, then.” He scans the faces at the table. “Any questions before we adjourn?”

“We’re all set,” Joad says. He rises from his chair and searches for the door like a prisoner going for the break.

Catherine checks her phone for messages and Jay rushes to Midar, full of gratitude. He glances at me but quickly averts his eyes. My bro feels sheepish, no doubt. And I feel sick. The only one familiar to me is Shelley, with her unruly brown curls and soft gray eyes. She opens her arms and pulls me into a hug. Not even Shelley knows what to say to me.

In turns, my sibs shake Mr. Midar’s hand while I sit silent in my chair like the naughty student who’s been kept after class. As soon as they leave, Midar closes the door. When it shuts, it’s so silent I can hear the swish of blood as it races past my temples. He returns to his seat at the head of the table, so that we form a right angle. His face is smooth and tan, and his brown eyes softly incongruent with his angular features.

“You doing all right?” he asks me, as if he actually wants an answer. We must be paying him by the hour.

“I’m fine,” I tell him. Poor, motherless, and humiliated, but fine. Just fine.

“Your mother worried that today would be especially hard on you.”

“Really?” I say with a bitter little cackle. “She thought it might upset me to be written out of her will?”

He pats my hand. “That’s not entirely true.”

“Her only daughter, and I get nothing. Nada. Not even a token piece of furniture. I’m her daughter, damn it.”

I yank my hand from his and bury it on my lap. When I lower my gaze, it lands on my emerald ring, meanders up to my Rolex watch, and eventually falls on my Cartier Trinity bracelet. I look up and see something resembling disgust darken Mr. Midar’s lovely face.

“I know what you’re thinking. You think I’m selfish and spoiled. You think this is about money, or power.” My throat tightens. “The thing is, yesterday all I wanted was her bed. That’s it. I just wanted her old antique …” I rub the knot in my throat. “Bed … so I could curl up and feel her …”

To my horror, I begin to weep. Dainty at first, my whimpers turn into misshapen, blustery sobs. Midar races to his desk in search of tissues. He hands me one and pats my back while I fight to regain my composure. “I’m sorry,” I croak. “This is all … very hard for me.”

“I understand.” The shadow that crosses his face makes me think he really might.

I dab my eyes on the tissue. One deep breath. Now another. “Okay,” I say, teetering on the edge of composure. “You said you had some business to discuss.”

He pulls a second manila file from a leather portfolio and places it on the table before me. “Elizabeth had something different in mind for you.”

He opens the file and hands me a piece of yellowed notebook paper. I stare at it. The mosaic creases tell me it had once been wadded into a tight little ball. “What’s this?”

“A life list,” he tells me. “Your life list.”

It takes several seconds before I recognize that this is, indeed, my handwriting. My flowery, fourteen-year-old handwriting. Apparently I’d written a life list, though I have no recollection of it. Beside certain goals, I spy my mother’s handwritten commentary.

MY LIFE GOALS

*1. Have a baby, maybe two

2. Kiss Nick Nicol

3. Make the cheerleading squad Congratulations. Was that so important?

4. Earn straight A’s Perfection is overrated.

5. Ski the Alps What fun we had!

*6. Get a dog

7. Answer correctly when Sister Rose calls on me and I’m talking to Carrie

8. Go to Paris Ah, the memories we made!

*9. Stay friends with Carrie Newsome forever!

10. Go to Northwestern I’m so proud of my Wildcat!

11. Be super friendly and nice Way to go!

*12. Help poor people

*13. Have a really cool house

*14. Buy a horse

15. Run with the bulls Don’t even think about it.

16. Learn French Très bien!

*17. Fall in love

*18. Perform live, on a super big stage

*19. Have a good relationship with my dad

*20. Be an awesome teacher!

“Huh,” I say, scanning the list. “Kiss Nick Nicol. Be a cheerleader.” I smile and slide the list back to him. “Cute. Where’d you get this?”

“Elizabeth. She kept it all these years.”

I cock my head. “So … what? She’s willed me my old life list? Is that it?”

Mr. Midar doesn’t smile. “Well, sort of.”

“What’s going on?”

He scoots his chair closer to mine. “Okay, here’s the deal. Elizabeth fished this list out of the trash years ago. Over the years, every time you accomplished one of your goals, she’d scratch it off.” He points to LEARN FRENCH. “See?”

My mother had slashed a line through the goal and beside it written Très bien!

“But ten goals on the list haven’t been accomplished yet.”

“No kidding. These are nothing like the goals I have now.”

He shakes his head. “Your mother thought these goals were valid, even today.”

I scowl, stung to think she didn’t know me better. “Well, she was wrong.”

“And she’d like you to complete the list.”

My mouth falls open. “You’ve got to be joking.” I shake the list at him. “I wrote these twenty years ago! I’d love to honor my mother’s wishes, but it’s not going to happen with these goals!”

He holds out his hands like a traffic cop. “Whoa, I’m just the messenger.”

I take a deep breath and nod. “I’m sorry.” I sink back into my chair and rub my forehead. “What was she possibly thinking?”

Thumbing through the file, Mr. Midar removes a pale pink envelope. I recognize it at once. Her favorite Crane stationery. “Elizabeth wrote you a letter and she’s asked me to read it aloud to you. Don’t ask me why I can’t just give it to you. She was insistent that I read it aloud.” He gives me a smart-aleck grin. “You do read, don’t you?”

I hide a smile. “Look, I don’t have a clue what my mother was thinking. Before today I’d have said that if she asked you to read it aloud to me, there’s a reason. But today all bets are off.”

“I suspect that’s still the case. She had her reasons.”

My heart quickens at the sound of the tearing envelope. I force myself to sit back and fold my hands on my lap.

Midar positions his reading glasses on his nose and clears his throat.

“‘Dear Brett,

“‘Let me begin by saying how very sorry I am for everything you’ve had to endure these past four months. You were my spine, my soul, and I thank you. I didn’t want to leave you yet. We had so much living and loving left, didn’t we? But you are strong, you will endure, you will even thrive, though you don’t believe me now. I know today you are sad. Let that sadness sit with you a bit.

“‘I wish I were there to help you get through this time of sorrow. I’d grab you into my arms and squeeze you until your breath catches, just like it did when you were a little girl. Or maybe I’d take you to lunch. We’d find a cozy table at The Drake and I’d spend all afternoon listening to your fears and sorrows, rubbing your arm to let you know I feel your pain.’”

Midar’s voice sounds a little thick. He looks over at me. “You okay?”

I nod, unable to speak. He clutches my arm and squeezes before he continues.

“‘You must have been very confused today when your brothers received their inheritance, and you didn’t. And I can only imagine how angry you were when the top job was given to Catherine. Trust me. I know what I’m doing, and everything I do is in your best interest.’”

Midar smiles at me. “Your mother loved you.”

“I know,” I whisper, covering my trembling chin.

“‘One day almost twenty years ago, I was emptying your Beverly Hills, 90210 wastebasket and I found this crumpled ball of paper. Of course, I was too nosy to let it go. You can imagine how delighted I was when I unfurled it and discovered you’d written a life list. I’m not sure why you chose to throw it away, because I thought it was lovely. I asked you about it later that night, do you remember?’”

“No,” I say aloud.

“‘You told me dreams were for fools. You said you didn’t believe in dreams. I think it may have had something to do with your father. He was supposed to have picked you up that afternoon for an outing, but he never came.’”

Pain grips hold of my heart and twists, contorting it into a wretched knot of shame and anger. I bite my bottom lip and squeeze shut my eyes. How many times had Father stood me up? I’ve lost count. After the first dozen times, I should have learned. But I was too gullible. I believed in Charles Bohlinger. Like a mythical Santa Claus, my father would surely appear, if only I believed.

“‘Your life goals touched me deeply. Some were funny, like number seven. Others were serious and compassionate, like number twelve: HELP POOR PEOPLE. You were always such a giver, Brett, such a sensitive, thoughtful spirit. It pains me now to see that so many of your life goals remain unfulfilled.’”

“I don’t want these goals, Mother. I’ve changed.”

“‘Of course you’ve changed,’” Midar reads.

I snatch the letter from him. “Did she really say that?”

He points to the line. “Right here.”

The hairs on my arms rise. “Weird. Keep going.”

“‘Of course you’ve changed, but darling, I fear you’ve abandoned your true aspirations. Do you even have any goals today?’”

“Of course I do,” I say, racking my brain to come up with even one. “Before today, I hoped to run Bohlinger Cosmetics.”

“‘The business was never a fit for you.’”

Before I have time to grab the paper, Mr. Midar leans over, pointing to the sentence.

“Oh, my God. It’s like she’s listening to me.”

“Maybe that’s why she wanted me to read it aloud, so you two could have a bit of dialogue.”

I blot my eyes with a Kleenex. “She always had a sixth sense. Whenever something bothered me, I never had to tell her. She’d tell me. And when I’d try to convince her otherwise, she’d look at me and say, ‘Brett, you’re forgetting, I made you. I’m the one person you can’t fool.’”

“Nice,” he says. “That kind of connection is priceless.”

I see it again, that flash of pain in his eyes. “Have you lost a parent?”

“They’re both alive. They live in Champaign.”

But he doesn’t say whether they’re healthy. I leave it alone.

“‘I regret letting you work for Bohlinger Cosmetics all these years —’”

“Mother! Thanks a lot!”

“‘You were much too sensitive for that environment. You were a born teacher.’”

“Teaching? But I hated teaching!”

“‘You never gave it a fair chance. You had a terrible experience that year at Meadowdale, remember?’”

I shake my head. “Oh, I remember all right. It was the longest year of my life.”

“‘And when you came to me, crying and frustrated and filled with angst, I welcomed you into the business, and found a spot for you in the marketing department. I’d have done anything to erase that pain and worry from your beautiful face. Aside from insisting you maintain your teaching certification over the years, I’ve let you abandon your true dream. I’ve allowed you to stay in a cozy, highly paid job that neither challenges nor excites you.’”

“I like my job,” I say.

“‘Fear of change makes us stagnant. Which leads me back to your life list. Please look at your goals as Brad continues reading.’”

He positions the list in front of us and I study it, more carefully this time.

“‘Of the original twenty, I’ve placed an asterisk beside the ten remaining goals I want you to pursue. Let’s begin with number one: HAVE A BABY, MAYBE TWO.’”

I groan. “This is insane!”

“‘I fear you’ll forever live with a shadow on your heart if children — or at least a child — are not part of your life. Though I know many childless women who are happy, I do not believe you’re one of them. You were my girl who loved her baby dolls, who couldn’t wait to be twelve so she could babysit. You were the girl who used to swaddle Toby the cat in your baby blanket and cry when he’d wriggle free and leap from the rocking chair. Remember, darling?’”

My laugh gets tangled in a sob. Mr. Midar hands me another tissue.

“I do love kids, but …” I cannot finish the thought. It would require me to blame Andrew, and that’s just not fair. For some reason, the tears keep coming. I can’t seem to stop them. Midar waits, until finally I point to the letter and wave him on.

“You sure?” he asks, his hand on my back.

I nod, the tissue pinched on my nose.

He looks skeptical, but he continues.

“‘Let’s skip number two. I hope you did, indeed, kiss Nick Nicol, and I hope it was delightful.’”

I smile. “It was.”

Midar winks at me, and together we look at my list.

“‘Let’s move down to number six,’” he reads. “‘GET A DOG. I think this is a grand idea! Go find your puppy, Brett!’”

“A dog? What makes you think I want a dog? I don’t have time for a fish, let alone a dog.” I look at Brad. “What happens if I don’t complete these goals?”

He pulls out a stack of pink envelopes, bound together with a rubber band. “Your mother stipulated that each time you complete a life goal, you return to me and receive one of these envelopes. Upon completion of all ten goals, you get this.” He holds out an envelope that reads FULFILLMENT.

“What’s in the FULFILLMENT envelope?”

“Your inheritance.”

“Of course,” I say, rubbing my temples. I look him square in the face. “Do you have any idea what this means?”

He lifts his shoulders. “I’m guessing it’ll mean some major life revisions.”

“Revisions? Life as I know it has just been shredded! And I’m supposed to piece it back together in a way that some — some kid wanted it to be?”

“Look, if this is too much for you today, we can arrange to meet again.”

I pull myself to my feet. “It is too much. I came here this morning expecting to walk out the CEO of Bohlinger Cosmetics. I was going to make my mother proud, take the business to new heights.” My throat seizes up and I swallow hard. “Instead I’m supposed to get a horse? Unbelievable!” I blink to keep my tears at bay and extend my hand. “I’m sorry, Mr. Midar. I know this isn’t your fault. But I just can’t deal with this right now. I’ll be in touch.”

I’m nearly out the door when Midar rushes to me, waving the life list. “Keep this,” he says, “in case you change your mind.” He tucks the list in my hands. “The clock’s ticking.”

I cock my head. “What clock?”

He looks down at his Cole Haans, sheepish. “You must complete at least one goal by the end of this month. In one year from today — that’d be September thirteenth of next year — the entire list is to be completed.”
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