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DEDICATION

To my mom, a dreamer through great books; my dad, a dreamer through great deeds; and my husband, a collector of books about great dreams and deeds. And to all the kids who were told to stop staring out of the window—but who aced the tests anyway.

The miracle is not to fly in the air, or to walk on the water, but to walk on the earth.

—Chinese Proverb

PROLOGUE

Richmond, Virginia, 1928

––––––––

Birdie wished Wiley could live forever. That jet-black bird dog of Doc’s snatched her heart seventeen years ago and held on with a tight grip. Until finding him under the porch steps as a tiny pup, she’d never heard so much crying and carrying-on. Doc fixed him up, named him Wiley, and ever since his tongue’s been licking at someone’s hand; tail knocking at something. 

Now Wiley’s too tired. But Doc has healing hands. After forty-seven years of working in his house, Birdie and her husband, Jess, had seen him fix everybody in town; if he couldn’t, well, Doc would make folks feel better about not feeling good. He’d know what to do. Doc always knew what to do.

She and Jess had been working for Doctor Gaines and his wife, Charlotte, since 1881. They were only teenagers when Doc fixed her up too. Just starting out in his practice, the paint wasn’t yet dry on Doc’s sign outside the day Jess brought her here. She had a bad burn on her arm, and both of them had lost their work situation. Curtains in the old Whitfield place caught fire from the gaslight and burned it to the ground. Birdie hated gaslight. It was one happy day in Doc’s house when she flipped on the switch with the new electric lights. He and Charlotte wired this house just for her when she and Jess got hired on.

Doc sounded older now; lost some lilt after Charlotte passed on a couple of months ago. Only sixty-eight she was; same as Doc. Such a shame. Heart too big. Never was a kinder lady; she had wise eyes like blue crystals. Used to wear her dark hair in a fancy twist with a sparkly comb; didn’t even need to try to look pretty.

The roast for supper rested in the oven; shortbread all done; the gravy bubbled in a pan on the stove, fussing for a stir. Leaning over the sink, Birdie spotted Jess through the kitchen window. She knocked on the pane and whirled her hand in a circle. An impressive man, Jess hadn’t lost his muscles as he aged. Seemed to get taller while she got rounder. And he’d hung on to his heart too. She’d seen Jess sulk for days even if he found something dead in the road.

Jess waved back, and so did the flowers. Charlotte’s hyacinths, planted years ago, stretched out of the ground in the late-afternoon glow after he spread the mulch. Those fragrant bells rang out in celebration of spring’s arrival, and along with them came cool mornings and warm twilights. Some things change; some things don’t, but one thing stayed steady:  When spring comes to Richmond, Virginia, all is right with the world.

“Law, we need new life in this big, old house,” she muttered, wiping her hands on her wide, white apron, her partner in the kitchen over the years. Birdie stepped to the dining room and pulled a table cloth from the drawer in the breakfront. Snapping open the linen, she broke into a toothy smile. “Why look a there. Charlotte, sometime I think you still around. I tried and tried to get that stain out last night. Stain’s all gone. I’ll be.”

Birdie smoothed and straightened the white linen, and then peered through the doorway to the parlor. She put her hands on her wide hips and shook her head. A dime wouldn’t fit under that old dog’s head these afternoons, owing to how stuck he was on Doc’s lap. That wild, wavy hair of Doc’s peeked over the sofa. All quiet. He dozed. Wiley sound asleep, like he had no bones; breathing heavy too. She didn’t want to wake them, but Doc liked his tea a half hour before supper.

“Doc? You best not let me catch you and Wiley sleepin’. Tea’s ready.”

“I’m awake, Birdie. Resting and thinking, that’s all. Fire’s dying out. Can Jess give the logs a poke?” Doc pulled off his glasses and squeezed his eyes. “Smells like roast; shortbread too. You spoil me.” He patted Wiley’s ribcage. “We might need some time before we eat. I have something important to talk with you and Jess about for our Wiley here.” The dog’s gaze rose to Doc, but his head didn’t move.

“He don’t look so good. I’ll get Jess from outside.” Birdie quickened her heavy steps to the kitchen. Something wasn’t right.

The squeal of the back screen door made her turn when it stretched open. Birdie raised a finger to her lips and pointed down the hall toward the parlor as Jess wiped his work shoes on the sisal doormat.

“Sure smells good in here,” Jess said and lowered his voice when she pressed her lips together. He paused to decode her expression. “Doc all right?”

“Mmm-mmm. Doc’s fine.” 

“Wiley then?”

Their dark eyes locked in silent conversation. She turned to the stove and stirred the gravy. “Fire’s dyin’. Wiley needs some heat on his bones, and Doc’s got somethin’ to tell us.”

As Jess changed his shoes, Birdie sensed his gaze on her back. Could have rearranged the flowers on her print dress with how hard he was looking at her. “It’s Wiley,” she said, without turning. Birdie took a breath to hold back tears and arranged the shortbread in a symmetrical stack on the plate. She picked up the tea tray and nodded toward the parlor. “Better find out what this all about.”

The floor creaked as she followed Jess’s long steps into the front sitting room. Every step filled her with trepidation. Maybe Wiley would liven up if he got a whiff of the garden on Jess’s clothes. 

“Here we go.” Birdie eyed Doc as she set the tray next to him.

“Still chilly outside, Doc,” Jess said, adjusting the logs in the fireplace. He settled his gaze on Wiley. “Spring’s not got here all the way yet.”

“No more work this afternoon. This is Wiley’s day.” Doc’s soul was magnified when he gazed up at Jess from behind his reading glasses.

The revitalized flames resumed their lick of Wiley’s paws. His eyelids fought their weight until he gave up and lowered them. Eyes disappeared. Doc stroked the patches of thinning fur over Wiley’s brows.

Birdie and Jess exchanged glances as they each took a seat across from Doc. All was quiet, except for the tick of the old farmhouse clock and the crackle of the fire. The faint linger of Charlotte’s sweet, floral fragrance drifted from the upholstery of the sofa cushion. Doc sat in her spot now. Wiley’s nostrils billowed in and out as he picked up the scent. As if reading the dog’s thoughts, Doc whispered, “Yes, that’s her perfume, dear boy. She’s right here with us. I know she is.” His fingers slowed and rested still between Wiley’s ears. “Don’t you worry . . . I’ll never let Birdie clean these cushions.” 

“Wouldn’t dare try, Doc.” Birdie studied his deep-brown eyes, kind eyes. The lines around them turned his expression serious.

“Wiley’s starting to breathe heavy. Time is short.”

“What is it, Doc? Bad?” Jess’s deep voice matched the concern on his face.

“I must share something with you both, which will be very important for Wiley. In my bedroom, you’ll need to retrieve a package. Open Charlotte’s chest at the foot of the bed and remove the wedding ring quilt, and then pull up the bottom piece of wood. Bring to me the wrapped bundle, tied in twine, you’ll find inside.” He used that doctor voice, controlled and calm.

“I’ll get it, Doc. Can’t keep still. No, I can’t.” Birdie stood and started her half walk, half run up the stairs. “Oh, Law, we got to talk about this . . . ” Unable to get enough air in her lungs, she stopped and held the banister. What’s Doc up to?

The chest groaned as she lifted the lid, the noise announcing her intrusion into Doc’s private space. After she removed the quilt and set it on the bed, Birdie smoothed her hand over the pine-wood base. As many times as she’d put away that quilt, she’d never noticed the bottom piece wasn’t attached. Her thick thumbnail did the trick to pry it out. A wrapped bundle waited inside, begging to be touched. She plucked it from the chest and rushed down the stairs, the package balanced as if secrets might spill.

The cushion on the overstuffed chair whooshed as she sat; her heart too heavy to stand. The tissue around the bundle crinkled when she leaned forward, raised her dark hand to her chest, and turned to Jess as though he might save her from bad news.

Doc took a long sip of his tea and rattled the cup back on its saucer. He slipped off his glasses, rocking them as the music of his voice started again. “Before you open this, you must know I can’t explain what you are about to experience. I am a man of science, but our home is filled with heart. I’ve kept this secret for many years. No more. Open that package, Birdie, and marvel at what you’ll see.”

She eyed Doc, and then eyed the twine. She pulled the ends and it fell to the rug. The folds of the paper opened with ease —the room went quiet as the paper, too, drifted to the floor. The fire silenced its crackle. Wiley shifted his gaze to the grate, waiting for the snap and pop to start again.

Images of three birds emerged as she unfolded the fabric across her lap, big birds with glittering plumes and crowns of bright red, iridescent feathers. They seemed to shift their eyes to Wiley—so alive.  

“I . . . I never seen nothin’ like this before.”

“Doc—” Jess stopped and stared at the fabric.

“This came from Charlotte’s father, the day he died and went on to live again in 1913.” Doc paused and dipped his head with a sly smile. “Yes—live on again.” He placed his glasses on the tea tray and rested back against the soft cushion. “A wonder—ancient beyond comprehension. I’ve tried to make sense of this myself, but some things are too wondrous to explain. We all have our time—as Charlotte did. Now, magic will be part of your lives after this day.” Doc closed his eyes. “You and Jess each set a hand on one of those magnificent birds, and I’ll put mine on the third. Experience what happens for our Wiley. You both will be keepers of this secret.”

Heavy and smooth; not a frayed thread to be seen. Birdie’s hand trembled as she touched one of the pheasant-like birds on the fabric. A tingle, much like electricity, engulfed her fingers. The reflective surface caught the sunlight and released a shimmer of vivid colors. She grazed her palm over the images on their soft cream background. Brilliant green vines with tiny white flowers wound around the birds in an endless loop. She glanced at Jess, a signal for him to reach out his hand, and nodded to Doc for confirmation. A secret knowledge washed through her; how she understood it, she’d never know. She just knew. Wiley would live forever.

As instructed, she set her hand on one of the birds in the fabric; Jess placed his on the second. Doc reached over, being careful not to jostle Wiley, and lowered his fingers on the third.

Birdie’s chocolate eyes warmed and opened wide, wider than ever before. The birds stirred and began to undulate. Their wings stretched and strained from the fabric’s surface. Her thick, work-worn fingers rolled in waves with awakened energy. She sucked in a breath as all three came alive, and then disappeared from beneath their hands. Jess gasped. She smiled with no hint of fear.

Doc turned his gaze toward the light-filled, arched window across the room. Wiley’s eyes shifted to the destination, his breaths mere shallow puffs. They were there—Doc confirmed it when he smiled. Birdie stared at the bird bath in the garden, framed with velvet curtains the color of rich claret. Its cool, fresh water twinkled through the rippled glass. Perched on the rim were three glorious birds—the very same wondrous creatures under their hands only moments ago. Long, graceful tail feathers brushed the ground; their wings extended to reveal brilliant sprays of electric-blue, deep-turquoise, and luminous gold. 

One after the other, the massive birds launched high above the trees and into the intense setting sun. The ripples in the water of the empty bird bath settled. Birdie trailed her gaze back to Doc, Jess, and finally to Wiley.

“Don’t you worry, sweet boy,” she murmured, handing the heavy cloth to Jess. His ebony eyes welled with shiny tears as he stared at it. His garden companion was leaving him. A single drop tipped and spilled on the vacant fabric. Only the winding vines remained, poised to rope back their wards. Birdie knelt on the floor and inched her way over to Wiley.

Leaning in for one last soft kiss of his head, her lips brushed the velvety flap of Wiley’s ear. “Go see Miss Charlotte.” She rested one hand on his rib cage as it rose for its final descent; Jess placed his on the top of Wiley’s head, next to Doc’s healing fingers.

“Run now. Fast as you can.” Doc’s firm words raced with heated energy. He inhaled, as if his own final breath, and closed his eyes.

––––––––

Wiley melted under the tingle of loving hands. Maybe the family could go on without him. He wasn’t sure yesterday, but today his work in this life was done. He’d be back. 

A warm surge of liquid heat coursed through him. Voices, like the ring of flower bells, trailed away. The scent—hyacinths in the garden—became stronger and stronger. He was light as a puppy, bounding toward the scent and into Miss Charlotte’s welcoming arms.

CHAPTER 1

Taking Flight – Present Day

––––––––

Houston doesn’t seem so bad from this vantage point, Jean Collins thought, staring at the twinkle lights in the perfectly manicured trees on Post Oak Boulevard, sixteen floors below her office window. The branches swayed under the weight of their lazy light strings in the humid breeze. To this Northern girl, running the air conditioner a week before Christmas was a crime, but it was a crime she’d gotten used to after so many years. Her gaze shifted to different lights of the season: taillights of status cars filled with coiffed fodder lined up to endure the hunt for a parking spot at the Galleria. She and Spence had their shopping done, and what they’d found wouldn’t fit under the tree. This year’s gift was about to be unwrapped in a meeting with her boss.

“This is finally going to happen,” she whispered. The darkening sky transformed the floor-to-ceiling office window into a mirror. After twenty-five years of slogging through all the company’s transformations, she still looked pretty darned good, still professional for turning fifty-three. She wore just enough makeup to accentuate her best features, mostly her penetrating, light-aqua eyes, and hide the small flaws that seemed to crop up faster and faster. The last trickle of estrogen in her body kept her skin soft and relatively unlined. Only her hair had altered drastically over the years. She made a radical change in cut and color every time the company was sold. It was her way of reinventing herself to meet the expectations of each new regime. Roy Welton, her boss and the company’s president, would laugh on video conferences and welcome Jean’s hair to the executive staff meeting. She’d quip back, “You’ll have to dig me up six months after I’m dead to know what’s under here!” She was happiest in her blond pageboy, though, and that’s what the style would be from now on.

Roy was a survivor. He knew how to play the chess game of making new owners happy. Convictions changed overnight. She wasn’t nearly as adept at cutting in line to christen the freshly painted fire hydrant in the rookie CEO’s redecorated office. Instead, she dug in her heels to protect the balance sheet from becoming the fire hydrant. Yes, it was time for this meeting.

For so many years, she’d helped to lead change in the company. Starting today, she would lead change in her life. The belt of pudge she’d developed from stress had to be addressed when this was all over. The survival of each merger and acquisition added a layer to her shell of success. That was a polite way of looking at it.

She and Spence had never wanted to move to Houston, but the decision had been a boost to their careers—at one time. Now her company seemed to be bought, sold, split, and merged with the speed individuals changed underwear. Changes were duly paid for by the loyal staff that took on more while making less. Spence, too, complained about his work these days, bitter over the politics and lethargy within the education environment where he’d worked as a Program Manager for the past ten years. While Spence seemed to let the stress roll off his back, he showed fissures with magma seeping to the surface. Blood pressure pills held it at bay; she kept hers down with resolve.

The game she and Spence played each morning strengthened their decision to make a change. Drumming the roof of his Mini Cooper, Spence would grin and call out, “Have a wonderful day, sweetie, and if you want to quit today, go right ahead. I’ll buy you a drink when you get home.” Those words were like buckling a second seat belt as she drove off, even though she knew she wouldn’t act on them that day.

Now that day was here. The most recent plan was for the company to centralize all of its operations in Boston. She had been asked to make the move. Of course, they didn’t want her to accept the offer any more than she wanted to. The offer was just a non-litigious way of saying, You’re too old; you make too much money. They were really saying, We know you won’t move. This allows us to get rid of you without you suing us. She’d take the severance check. Make nice, keep up appearances, and nobody gets hurt.

Home would always be Portland, Oregon. Going to Portland had been their first move together when they left San Francisco after the wake-up call of the Loma Prieta earthquake in 1989. This time they didn’t need an earthquake to shake things up. A new start, within the security of the familiar, mitigated the risk of walking away. 

She and Spence now had an opportunity to find out what they really wanted in life—and what they could still attain. In anticipation of making the move, they’d purchased house in Portland when the market dipped. It waited for them. The renters had moved out. Plus, its modern style would kick-start the downsize process they both dreaded and welcomed. Her Mercedes, a must in Houston, would be a joke when they moved to Portland. Something more practical and efficient was called for, like a Volvo.

Roy knocked on the metal frame of her office door. “Hey, girly girl!” he said, setting down his overnight bag to give her a long, warm hug. Roy would always be her friend first and boss second.

“Hey back. Come on in, Roy. Have a sit.” She returned to stand at the window to tower over the shoppers, the lights, over Houston itself. She held up her hand. “Don’t even ask. The answer’s no—Boston is on the wrong coast for Spence and me.”

“Are you sure?” Roy asked. “This is a great opportunity.” He had that tone, which coughed up as obligation. He was even more miserable than she was. They’d discussed the situation numerous times. At least she and Roy had a friendly, respectful relationship where brutal honesty was a comfort to both of them.

“C’mon Roy, you know those guys up there don’t want me to accept the offer. You should tell them I’m coming, just to see the look on their faces. Priceless.” 

“I know, I know,” Roy lamented. “You shaped much of this company. I’m so sorry this is happening.”

“This isn’t your fault. We’ve been through this duck-and-cover game so many times.” Her feeble attempt at humor came out more bitter and caustic than she had intended. She tossed her reading glasses in the drawer and sat; her shoulders gave up the balancing act. Responsibilities rolled off all over her desk, making her lighter—free.

For nearly an hour, she and Roy reminisced about their most ridiculous moments, gaffes in meetings, others’ career-ending scandals, and the ever-revolving door of senior executives. The discussion was actually quite pleasant. In fact, they’d belly-laughed through the most tragic incidents. These stories had shaped her as a person. Who was she after today? Strange to have started out as the company’s young whippersnapper twenty-five years ago, invincible and lunging into uncharted territory to come up with the next brilliant idea. The company had been a start-up back then. Now, she was usually the oldest person in the room, mentoring younger staff, not about new ideas but on basic things: how to run an efficient meeting, teamwork, and communication skills. Many of them were more focused on updating their personal social networking pages than getting the job done.

Jean wanted to feel again—really feel. It seemed ridiculous that one-way commands eclipsed respectful discussion, capital letters shouted out anger, and emoticons replaced a real smile. At least Roy made the effort to discuss her decision in person. So many conversations about company changes had taken place behind the coward’s wall: video conferencing.

After Roy left, Jean picked up her purse and fished out her keys. Her laptop and briefcase remained behind. Taking them home tonight would be a charade, just a habit, even though she’d be back in the morning. The new owners wanted a six-month transition for her to train the to-be-determined replacement. But the computer, along with all of her accomplishments, would be handed over to someone else—younger and less jaded, for sure.

Jean switched off the green-shaded library light on her desk and made a special gesture of plucking the sleek silver pen from the desk blotter. Spence had given it to her when the company was last sold. The door shut with a soft click.

Now that pleasant anticipation had turned to certainty, her body ached. As she descended in the elevator to the lobby, she hadn’t banked on sadness taking over her emotions. Peeling off every stitch of her black pantsuit and tossing the pieces on the floor behind her seemed like a good idea as she walked out of the elevator. She didn’t, of course. Her heels clicked through the shiny marble lobby toward the parking garage.

“This is ridiculous. Go home and celebrate, you idiot!” she muttered and pushed open the heavy glass door. Today, its weight descended like a glass ceiling. For years she opened the lobby door on the right side; today she went out through the left. Every single thing should be new. There had to be more to life than this.

As her clipped steps took her closer to her reserved spot, number 3465, Jean rehearsed her first words to Spence. She dropped in the leather seat and shut the car door with a quiet phoomph, glad now she’d backed into the space this morning. She could just take off. The engine of her Mercedes SL-550 thrummed with anticipation. She pressed the button to indicate the third CD, track three, reserved for this moment. To the beat of Paul Weller’s “C’mon Let’s Go,” she put the car into drive.

––––––––

Spence normally arrived home from work before Jean. There was comfort in his private greet-and-feed session with their Maine Coon cat, Mycroft. They talked to each other about their days as he pulled the evening’s dinner preparations out of the refrigerator.

“Momma’s got news for us tonight, big boy. Let’s turn on the light so you can go out and wait for her,” Spence said. Mycroft hung on his every word and marched to the door.

The back patio light flooded the small, fenced courtyard between the house and the garage. He let Mycroft out to wait for Jean. She’d be late, so he could take a little extra time with the Christmas routine tonight: turning on the icicle lights, inside and outside, and stopping for a moment at the tree in the living room to admire the mementos of their thirty-two years together. All white lights this year, with cascading see-through, chestnut-colored ribbon. Their favorite ornaments, of course, were the petite framed pictures of their Maine Coon kids who had shared their lives.

They never regretted not having real children. Sticking to the fuzzy variety fulfilled their parenting instincts. Their freedom was more important; entrepreneurs grabbing hold of what life could offer without encumbrances. It took decades to build the walls around themselves they’d now vowed to shed. In recent years, drudge and routine had become the main ingredients of their security recipe. Happiness was their early days in Portland, Oregon, when they struggled and took a dive into the unknown. Jean’s company was only a start-up in the nineties. Their goal was to run back to the new.

Mycroft’s picture inside its silver-frame ornament drew Spence’s gaze. Mycroft had a wide, white face with splotches of orange around his nose and wise green eyes. The feathers in his ears were so long the frame cut them off. They adopted him right after losing their two previous Maine Coons after eighteen years. The house, quiet and lifeless, produced tears at unexpected prompts: a long hair pulled off a wool jacket, a glittery ball found under the furniture, or an ejected whisker poking out of the sofa cushion. The house needed a boss. Mycroft became their Velcro kitty—he stuck.

They chose Mycroft because he seemed full of life, so, anticipating a kittenish play session after they got him home, they were baffled when Mycroft marched out of the cage, surveyed where his food, water, and litter box were, and then promptly went to sleep for nearly two days. He only wanted to be cuddled.

Reluctant to release himself from the memory’s grip, Spence glanced at his watch and climbed the stairs to change into his jeans and favorite yellow sweatshirt. He grinned at the bathroom mirror. Welsh through and through, his clear brown eyes and full head of dark hair, now streaked with gray, seemed to radiate hope and promise. Younger inside than his sixty-one outer years. Do I look like we’re starting a new life tonight?

The rumble of the garage door made him quicken his steps to the kitchen. He rushed to pop the cork from the celebratory bottle of wine, a special one he’d picked up for this moment, and pulled two glasses from the cabinet. The patio door squeaked open. The melody of Jean’s familiar greetings with Mycroft filled him with light.

Spence watched Jean rub Mycroft’s long, muscular orange-striped torso. Unusual for her not to have brought home her briefcase. While he was excited to hear about her meeting with Roy, he enjoyed the chance to savor this scene for a minute longer. He admired the back of her blonde pageboy cut; his favorite. And when she tucked one side behind her ear it gave her the same look as when she’d kidnapped his soul in 1979.

Jean finally came through the door, pulling several long, cinnamon-colored cat hairs from her black slacks. Her smile released an odd combination of elation and sadness. She took a deep breath and said:

“I’ll take that drink now, Mr. Collins!”

––––––––

June came with minimal fanfare. Jean expected the transition to be more dramatic and traumatic. She slowly faded away. The last week on the job left her standing in a bucket of boredom. Colleagues stopped calling about work and meeting notices never showed up on her calendar. New projects ceased to be discussed. Her limbs had been cut off. A useless stump with a big check in her hand. Hugs had long been dished out. At this moment, she would have given the check back for one more helping.

On her first morning of freedom, she checked her Droid. She had been deleted as of close of business yesterday.

“Are they still bugging you?” Spence asked. “I’m sure they’re already missing you like crazy.”

“No, not really,” she said, whisking her finger through old e-mails on the small screen. “Well, enough of this, how about you?”

“Couple of loose ends. I’ll call them back later. They’re all in their Monday morning meeting right now.” Spence sounded left out of life too.

“Let’s tackle the job we have ahead of us.”

Jean turned and walked around the open kitchen-and-den layout and appreciated the abundance of built-in space they had in their Victorian. Her gaze trailed along the shelves of mementoes and inherited heirlooms collected over the years. She opened some cabinet doors.

“We’ve gotten a start on the packing, but we haven’t touched these cabinets. I can’t believe there’s a beta hi-fi machine under here. You can’t even buy the tapes anymore.”

“But beta is still better technology than what’s available now.” Spence took a sip of his coffee with narrowed eyes.

“You haven’t plugged it in for twenty-five years. Time to let go.”

“What about all the fabric in the closet upstairs?”

“I know, I know. I’m just as guilty, but I’ll never be able to find some of those designs again.” She pointed to a shelf in the cabinet. “Let’s take these tapes of the Kinks. You have albums of the American and European releases of Schoolboys in Disgrace upstairs in the office . . . on beta, on a cassette for the car, and on CD—also for the car. And you’ve downloaded most of the songs on iTunes. That’s just one title. You have thousands of albums, Spence. I totally get you want to keep those, but can’t you shed some of these extra versions? You never play them.”

Spence stayed silent for a few moments. “But I know where they are if I want to.”

Jean studied his face. If anything more were said, her words would stick like poppy seeds in his teeth. His rock music, in all its forms, documented the milestones of his sixty-one years in perfect freeze-frame. “Let’s compromise. I’ll donate the old bolts of fabric. I’ll only keep the modern ones I’m going to use for the house, and you get rid of the old tape versions of this music. Deal?”

“All right, that’s fair. But not if it’s a live version that I don’t have anywhere else.”

That was fair—“only” the modern fabrics were still ten bolts’ worth.

Stuff. Treasures quickly became junk with no place to put them. It was going to be liberating to move into an open mid-century house when they got to Portland. 

“None of this furniture will work, either. All of these old knickknacks . . . I’m kind of sick of them,” she said and swept her hand around the room. “I poked in the attic, and there are boxes we never unpacked when we moved in here. I don’t even know what’s in them. And we need to do something with those plates from your mother and the bedroom furniture from my parents. What the hell are we going to do with a pewter maple-syrup pitcher from 1850? I’m sure all of these things have some value, but damn! Who has time to deal with them? I don’t.” The long to-do list was getting longer.

“Don’t get all worked up. We both want to start new, so let’s do it.”

Frustrated and overwhelmed, she was sure their mental shift was the real issue. The storage problem was an excuse. Divesting of many tangible reminders of their journey together, of their identities both individual and as a couple, seemed like a betrayal.

––––––––

“Here they come,” Spence said. “We’ve never moved without a thousand lists.”

It was true. She’d break through the emotion with lists: the types and quantities of moving boxes, heirlooms to be sold, short-term grocery items divided into perishables and non-perishables, appliances to be cleaned out, last-minute repairs, lists of lists she needed to create and, finally, the list of what was to be loaded in the car for the long road trip to Portland. All would be organized, categorized, marked on a timeline, and designated on a countdown calendar to moving day. Spence joked about her meticulous organizational skills, but he secretly counted on them. Every move—California to Portland, Portland to Minneapolis, and Minneapolis to Houston—ended up being a frantic circus of pulling up stakes to grab the swinging ring of a promotion. This time, the house waited patiently for their arrival.

“Yep! I’ve already got them started. Oh, and Little Magic is coming this afternoon to do a walk-through of the house.” Jean squinted, waiting for his response.

“Board up! Hurricane Fannie’s coming,” Spence said, laughing as he struggled to replace the spotlight bulb in the stairwell.

Little Magic was the pet name they had for their realtor, Fannie Walters. A Houston Heights institution after decades in the business, she had a spitfire, unyielding personality. Fannie was all of five feet tall in her brightly colored Manolo Blahnik sandals and matching bag. The shoes were authentic, the bag a knockoff, and the jewelry always jingly. She was a true Texas gal. Their Little Magic—and she wouldn’t pull any punches.

“Hey, girl! Hey, Spence!” Fannie called out as she click-clacked through the front door and jingled her way past the dining room, den, and into the kitchen. “I thought you were never going to call me to get this house sold. What took you so long? We’ve been talkin’ for months.”

“We had to wind down our jobs,” Spence said, somewhat defensive. “The landscaper just finished yesterday, and Jean’s been cleaning like a fiend.”

“Well, the place is a prize winner. Let’s walk through, startin’ at the top,” Fannie said as if entering battle. “Oh. All the rugs need to go. You can’t cover up these beautiful antique pine floors. And I love y’all’s window coverings on the first floor, but they have to come down. People want to see the bones. The house has to be all bright and airy.” Fannie whirled her hands in circles as she ascended the stairs.

As they followed Fannie, Jean tugged on Spence’s back pocket. He turned to her. The stunned silence blared as loud as an ambulance racing past their house. Fannie talked to the air at the top of the stairs, and still talked as she rounded the corner into the master bedroom. Spence shook his head as if to say, Not here. We can talk about this later.

They caught up with Fannie in the bright, sunny front bedroom, which had been turned into the office. Tall bookcases lined the entire room. Framed vintage rock concert posters adorned the wall between each one. They were stuffed with books on rock bands, pop-culture retrospectives, and antique poster art. The bottom cabinets were lined with record albums, all carefully inserted into plastic sleeves. Spence’s personal lair.

“Spence, you need to take at least half of these bookcases out. They make the room small. You should take down the picture of that eyeball cartoon too.” Fanny grimaced. “That’s kinda creepy. People will think you smoke pot in here.”

Jean watched Spence’s face fall like the Hindenburg.

“What are we supposed to do with them?” Spence said. “That poster is a Bill Graham-105—a Rick Griffin—Hendrix, John Mayall, and Albert King. And a first printing too!”

Fannie gave Spence a tired scowl. “Okay . . . I get it, but you’ll need to rent a storage unit until the house is sold. This is some tough love. I don’t want you telling me it’s taking too long to sell. Nobody cares about your stuff the way you do.”

They had anticipated Fannie would ask them to change a few things, but Jean hadn’t counted on this. The rugs they could live without; her window coverings and Spence’s record albums struck a low blow. She sewed nonstop on weekends while Spence played DJ with hidden gems from his album collection. Their collaboration transformed over fifty yards of imported Dupioni silk into soft frames around their Victorian sanctuary. She could turn on a lamp and change the fabric’s color and sheen—always moving forward and alive.

Jean calmed down as they escorted Fannie to the front door, resigned to making the changes. Fannie was right. Their home had to appeal to somebody else.

“If you can get the house spiffed by tomorrow, my photographer will be here on Tuesday morning. Hold on to your hats kids, you’ll be off to O-rah-gon in a jiff. We’ll do an open house on Sunday, startin’ at noon. That’s when all the looky-loos are unleashed after church.” With that, Fannie clacked down the steps, clicked along the sidewalk, and threw her handbag on the passenger seat of her big, beige Cadillac Escalade.

As Spence continued to wave at Fannie, he leaned over to Jean. “This is going to be a pain in the ass. I can’t believe we have to take all this stuff to storage.”

“Yep, big ole pain in the ass,” she said and turned to go into the house to tackle the window coverings. Spence followed her, his steps heavy up the stairs on his way to the office to empty three of the bookcases.

The first valance made a ghastly sound as Jean ripped the fabric from the wood frame over the living room window. She had attached them with Velcro so they were easy to pull down for their annual cleaning. “Silk doesn’t hold up, anyway,” she muttered, noticing the beginnings of dry rot on the inner edges. The relentless hot sun had baked them to a crisp. She pulled the drapes off the rods and threw them on the floor. A hairy black spider raced away from the hem, seeking safety somewhere else. She stomped on it with her sneaker and scraped the remains across the silk.

––––––––

Spence made twelve stacks on the floor of the office as he pulled the albums out of the bookcases. At least he could keep M through Z intact for now, but A through L would need to be packed up. He pulled one album out of a stack of Bs and inspected the cover of David Bowie’s Pin Ups. Humming “Don’t Bring Me Down,” he slipped the album from the sleeve and scanned both sides for a scratch. He took a deep whiff of the woody aroma inside the aged cardboard cover, remembering the moment when he rested the needle on this album for the first time in 1973. He slid the vinyl disc back in its protective paper sleeve.

Spence stood, lifted his Bill Graham Flying Eyeball poster from its hook, and stared at the signature. The warmth of Rick Griffin’s handshake radiated in the gold ink. He’d met the artist at a record show in San Francisco just before being killed in a motorcycle accident in 1991. What a privilege to have the poster in his collection.

Needing a break, he went downstairs to check on Jean’s progress with the window coverings. As he came through the dining room, he spotted her folding the last drape. The rest were stacked in a pile by the front door.

“Wow, what a difference!” His voice echoed off the bare windows and sailed around the walls. “So much light in here. The living room seems twice as big. I think I like—” He flinched when Jean threw the drape on the floor and covered her face with her hands. She hadn’t cried in years. He hurried to her and wrapped his arms around her shaking shoulders.

“All that work. Now we’re just throwing them away,” Jean sobbed. She buried her head in his chest.

“Honey, we talked about this. The curtains were . . . are beautiful, but people are buying the house, not the curtains. I’m doing the same thing upstairs.” He ran his fingers through her hair. “What’s going on here? Talk to me.”

“They threw me away.”

A surface crack. She was right; they had thrown her away. This smart, accomplished businesswoman—his wife—was today transformed back into the young girl of twenty he’d married thirty-two years ago. She had returned to him, needed him, and counted on his strength. As he let her cry, Spence gazed out the curtainless window. He wondered whether, at sixty-one, if the door was locked to him too. Was he holding her, or was she holding him? This next chapter in their lives held so many unknowns.

“Can you take these out? I can’t—” She wiped her eyes on the sleeve of his sweatshirt.

Spence released her to pick up the curtains piled at her feet. On one side peeked out a fluffy, orange-and-white striped tail.

“Tell Mycroft you’re all right. You know how he worries when either of us gets upset.”

By sunset, the fabric spilled out of the garbage bin on the side of the house. The silk had given up the fight to crawl back to the safety of the windows.

––––––––

The following Saturday, Fannie pushed the For Sale sign deep into the ground in front of their house, accompanied by its little companion, Open Sunday. Her delicate sandals doubled for work boots considering how hard Fannie jammed those signs into the parking strip.

“Oh, I almost forgot—one more thing—and don’t laugh.” Fannie dug in her purse and pulled out a small box.

Unsure of where Fannie was going with this, Jean eyed her while she opened the box. Inside was a small plastic statue of a bearded man in a long robe.

“A Saint Joseph statue. He’s the patron saint of real estate. You bury him on his head in the garden by the front steps while you say the doohickey prayer on the little instruction sheet. Real estate magic.”

Spence and Jean laughed, but Fannie was dead serious.

“Okay, boss.” She gave Fannie a salute.

After about four weeks, fifteen showings, three open houses, and a nod to St. Joe, Fannie to called with the big news. The house was sold.

The only requests the buyers made were to keep Mycroft and leave the watercolor right on the dining room wall.

The watercolor rendering brought the house to life in meticulous detail: delicate gingerbread shingles, handmade spindles, and even the lush, Carolina jasmine along the wrought iron fence. On the roof’s peak, doves and cardinals preened and fluttered in the warm, humid breeze. The bay windows showed their first two Maine Coon cats and Mycroft.

As much as they were anxious to leave, a piece of them would always remain behind in this neighborhood, and in this house. Mycroft
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