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            I hope

            when you come home to yourself

            there are flowers lining the front porch

            that were left from all the women

            you were before.

            —Maia, When the Waves Come
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            2025

            Port Holcomb

         

         There were three things Hilary Simon knew without a doubt in the world. 

         
         The first was that when you were offering customers their grasshoppers at a supper club, you didn’t ask if they wanted them. You asked when. Did they want it with dinner, or afterward as a dessert? If gave an opportunity to say no; when reminded them that they were out to dinner, entitled to a little ice cream in their cocktail. She watched as the twenty-one-year-old
            with the blond ponytail her mom had hired last fall listlessly asked the couple she was serving if they wanted a grasshopper. The couple glanced down at their half-eaten rib eyes before shaking their heads. And it wasn’t
            like Hilary could blame the downfall of the Baumhaus Supper Club on one shoddy waitress, but it kind of reminded her of the
            kid working the popcorn stand when the last movie of the night ended at the theater. Everyone just wanted to go home. 
         

         
          The second was that although her mom had turned sixty-two that February, Remy Simon could have still run the Baumhaus if
            she wanted to. She didn’t want to, though, without Joseph. And Hilary understood that, too. The supper club might have come to them through Remy’s family, but it was always her dad’s love, not her mom’s. Remy might have been able to work the bar and boss around the cooks and plate a fish fry with the best of them. But the finances, the upkeep—all of that had been Joseph’s, until he’d died six months ago. 

         
         The third was that if Lacey Garrick’s arrest didn’t bring her sister home, she would never see Cass again. 

         
         Hilary couldn’t stop scrolling on her phone, reading stories about the momfluencer who’d just gotten arrested. Momfluencer—the only reason she even knew that stupid term was because of Cass. Hilary was thirty-three years old. She didn’t Tik and she didn’t Tok. Her life needed
            more filters than social media provided to look like anything but chaos. 
         

         
         But there was her least favorite momfluencer of all time, on every outlet Google News offered. Lacey Garrick; 2.4 million
            followers; mother of Sophie; aficionado of grocery hauls; kidnapper of sisters. 
         

         
         She looked terrible. Terrible, and Hilary had to admit, that made her smirk a little. Her famous blond locks were pulled up in a ratty ponytail as a police
            officer yanked her out of the giant brick house she and Cass and half a dozen other moms lived in. She didn’t even have any
            makeup on, and she was wearing a giant gray T-shirt with a frayed hem. None of her prairie dresses or Gen Z–approved mom jeans
            in sight. 
         

         
         The worst part was the story itself, of course. The abuse—man. Lacey Garrick was known for her elaborate birthday parties and how-to hairdos; her toxin-free living and gluten-free bread and plastic-free dishware. And, of course, the Mommune. But now, she would forever be known as the woman whose daughter escaped through a window, banging on the neighbor’s door and begging for a sandwich. 

         
         Hilary kept squinting at the background of every photo, seeing if she could catch a glimpse of Cass or Cass’s daughter, Eloise.
            But neither her sister nor her niece was anywhere to be found. 
         

         
         “Did you see?” It was Erin, Hilary’s sister-in-law. She plopped down on the barstool next to Hilary, sighing with exhaustion.
            Erin was so pregnant that every time Hilary saw her, she winced a little bit at the memory of that much discomfort slamming
            down on your bladder. 
         

         
         Hilary nodded. “I saw.” 

         
         “Your mom?” 

         
         “Not yet. I don’t think.” 

         
         They sat at the bar, sipping lemonades—Hilary’s with vodka. From her seat, she could easily watch her three kids jumping off
            the pier outside. She couldn’t believe they were braving the frigid May water, but it had gotten into the seventies this week, which had probably warmed the lake a bit. The pier was one of the highlights of the Baumhaus,
            and one of the things she knew they would miss the most. Hilary had put her kids in those crazy survival swimming lessons
            when they were very young, the ones where they throw you in the water in your clothes so you learn how to climb out. Cass
            had thought she was a monster, but look how well the three of them could swim now. Besides, the eight-year-old twins had life
            jackets on, and ten-year-old Fiona was watching them. 
         

         
         Cass always thought Hilary was a monster, anyway. But who’d followed the dragon straight to Riverton? 

         
         “I can’t stop reading about it,” Erin admitted, scrolling through her phone. “The little girl had duct tape marks on her wrists.” Hilary bit her lip. Every new detail made the story worse. Erin kept glancing at her, worry in her eyes, but
            she didn’t voice the question they were both thinking. 
         

         
         Suddenly, Remy bustled back behind the bar, greeting her regulars loudly. Remy did most things loudly. Her dark hair was a
            wild mane down her back, and her eyes were shining as she poured Jack Daniel’s and cracked opened cans of Coke. Remy had always
            been happiest behind the bar. 
         

         
         Hilary had spent her entire life at the Baumhaus Supper Club, which her great-grandfather had built with his own two hands.
            Before she’d even made it to kindergarten, she’d been filling drinks with the soda siphon and wiping down counters. The customers
            got a hoot out of it, and her mom would watch her while she worked the bar. The Baumhaus was where every Simon child had their
            birthday party, every Simon teenager waited tables, and every Simon adult had their wedding reception. 
         

         
         It was also where Hilary’s mom had thrown her a divorce party, six years after said wedding reception. 

         
         “Hello, my girls,” called Remy, shooting another stream of lemonade into Erin’s glass. “How’s my grandbaby cooking?” Erin
            was married to Hilary’s brother, Thomas, who worked sixty-hour weeks and was allergic to manual labor. 
         

         
         “She’s the size of a cantaloupe,” Erin informed her. Remy grimaced. That was a bit more detail than she needed. 

         
         “You heard about that crazy lady over in Riverton?” Ginny Rogers piped out. Ginny’s lips were so red it looked like she’d painted them with the ketchup from her french fries. Hilary had considered her old when she was a kid, but her face hadn’t changed in twenty years. Botox, she’d once told her cheerfully. Botulism, straight to my jowls. 

         
         Erin froze, but Remy kept moving, just wiping down the bar. “Now, which one would that be?” 

         
         “The gal Cassandra was so friendly with, hmm? Lucy?” 

         
         “Lacey,” said Erin automatically. Hilary gave her a look. She would have given Ginny one, but she’d known Ginny for too long
            to even try it. 
         

         
         “You need more pretzels, Bo?” Remy asked a man at the bar. She dove behind Cillian, the near-silent bartender who’d been at
            the Baumhaus for years. Hilary could never decide if she found him sexy or serial killeresque. 
         

         
         “Going to jail,” said Ginny triumphantly. “We warned Cassandra, didn’t we? We all did!” 
         

         
         God damn that stupid Ginny Rogers. Remy still didn’t stop moving. She wiped a spot on the bar as if her life depended on getting
            that particular stain out. 
         

         
         “For God’s sake, Remy, you’re going to break your wrist,” said Ginny. 

         
         Remy glanced up at Hilary; then, thinking better of it, at Erin. Erin had been a Simon for four years, but she was still shouldered
            with Do-as-Your-Mother-in-Law-Says Guilt. 
         

         
         Erin sighed and held up her phone. There was the headline: Illinois Influencer Lacey Garrick Arrested on Suspected Child Abuse.

         
         Remy leaned forward, squinting. “Damn, I don’t have my glasses on.” 

         
         “Lacey’s going to the clink,” Erin supplied. 

         
         “She should be going to hell,” muttered Remy. “It doesn’t say anything about—” 

         
         “Not a word,” confirmed Erin. 

         
         “Anyone talk to Jesse yet?” Remy asked them quietly, but both women shook their heads. 

         
         “We’ve got to get going to Fiona’s game,” Hilary said. She wasn’t exactly eager to sit around and play why-Cass-went-crazy
            with the Baumhaus regulars. “You need anything, Mom?” None of Remy’s children actually worked at the supper club, but usually
            whoever was around would pitch in a bit with cleaning glasses or refilling straws. 
         

         
         Remy shook her head just as the Baumhaus door swung open and the three kids ran in, barefoot and dripping. 

         
         “Guys!” snapped Hilary. “Dry off outside first! This is a restaurant!” 

         
         “Oh, who cares, Hilary,” said Remy, waving her hand. As if she would have ever let Hilary so much as walk on the porch of the Baumhaus barefoot. Fiona was in a bright yellow tankini and the twins, Wyatt and Levi, looked half frozen. The way
            the kids could swim in May never ceased to shock Hilary. They were lizards. 
         

         
         “Mom,” said Fiona, shivering, “the towels fell in the dirt, and—” 

         
         “Then go on to the car, and I’ll be right there,” said Hilary. “We have to go anyway. Fiona, you’ve got a game in thirty minutes.”
            
         

         
         Her daughter, who had begged Hilary until her ears fell off to play elite soccer this year, rolled her eyes so far up Hilary
            was surprised they didn’t get stuck there. 
         

         
         And God help her, but in that moment, all blond and tan and sharp angles, Fiona looked exactly like Cass. 

         
         

         The deer came out of nowhere. 

         
         It was such a cliché, that it happened in slow motion. But that was how it felt. The deer, a doe, bolted onto the road, out
            for a brisk afternoon jog. Cass Morgan slammed on her brakes, and thank God she was in a rental Jeep instead of her old piece-of-shit
            Camry. Otherwise, the thing would have gone right through her windshield. Instead, she bumped over it, a thump-thump, wheels squelching against dirty leaves and dirt from the road, spraying up to cover her windshield. 
         

         
         “Damnit!” she yelled. Another cliché. Her life was turning into a series of clichés. But here’s one she’d beat: she’d lived
            in northern Wisconsin since she was born, minus the past two years, and this was her first deer. Thirty-one years and this
            was the very first time she’d ever caused roadkill. She’d never even hit a squirrel. 
         

         
         “Mommy?” Just behind her, Eloise had woken up, still half asleep and red-cheeked. “What happened?” 

         
         “Hold on a minute, sweets.” Cass got out of the car, slamming the door shut and staring at the front of the Jeep. There was
            a gaping hole where something was supposed to be. And that was the complete and total summation of her car knowledge. Gaping holes = bad. 
         

         
          She hadn’t even thought about the dead animal splayed beyond her SUV, leaving streaks of blood, until a truck pulled up behind
            her. It was big enough to haul a horse around in.
         

         
         “You all right?” the guy called, hopping out and slamming the door hard. He was tall with red hair, and he had on—Carhartt. A hunter? She crossed her fingers. 

         
         “I’m fine,” she said. “The deer, though . . .” 

         
         “I can move it,” he said instantly. Thank God. Cass remembered sitting in the front seat of the car while her dad dragged
            dead deer off the road for weeping moms in minivans on at least two different occasions. She wasn’t touching that thing, but
            she would have felt bad leaving its disgusting corpse right in the middle of the road. 
         

         
         “You from here?” he said, as he heaved the deer to the side of the road. She shuddered. Did this seem like a time for small talk? 
         

         
         “What?” she asked, distractedly. She was so tired, she could barely get words from her ears to her brain. She and Eloise had
            spent the past two nights in a motel as she worked up the courage to go where she was headed and read the news obsessively.
            
         

         
         He nodded down M, the long, wooded street that went nowhere but Port Holcomb. “You from here? From Port Holcomb?”

         
         “Yeah,” she said. 

         
         “Then maybe you can help me,” he said. “I’m out of service, but I’m supposed to meet someone at Baumhaus. I think it’s a diner?”
            
         

         
         “It’s a supper club,” she said, half dazed. Of course. Of course this guy was going to the Baumhaus. God had a twisted sense of humor sometimes. 
         

         
         “A what?” 

         
         “A supper club. Relish trays? Grasshoppers?” The guy looked at her as if she were speaking Mandarin. 

         
         “I’m from South Carolina . . .” 

         
         “Finish going down M, then turn left at the fork. Mile and a half down on the right. Just past the storage units. You’ll see
            it.” 
         

         
         “Thanks,” he said. 

         
         A siren and a sheriff’s car. Oh, crap. Could you get a ticket for hitting a deer? It wasn’t her fault. The stupid thing had
            just—
         

         
         The door opened, and a man got out grinning. “Cassandra Morgan. What on earth are you doing here? Deer murder?” 

         
         She sighed with relief. “Benji. The thing came out of nowhere.” 

         
         “Yeah, well. I’ll call the DNR. You back to see your mom?” He was giving her an apprehensive look, and it made Cass feel all
            prickly. As if she wasn’t welcome in her hometown. 
         

         
         Well. She kind of wasn’t. 

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “I was surprised I didn’t see you at Joseph’s funeral. I’m real sorry, by the way.” 

         
         Eloise waved out the back window excitedly. She seemed thrilled to be seeing an actual police officer. Like Chase from Paw Patrol, except, you know. Not a dog. She’d only been introduced to Paw Patrol two nights ago, in the motel, but she’d mainlined it for hours. 
         

         
         “You here for good?” Benji asked, glancing at the duffel bag on the front seat of her car.

         
         “I’m here for now.”

         
         “How’s—uh.” He coughed. “How’s Eloise?” 

         
         “She’s good,” she said, nodding toward the back seat. 

         
         “You hiding Jesse in there somewhere?” 

         
         “You giving me a ticket or what?” she snapped. She’d better get used to it. Seeing Cass without Jesse was like seeing a supper club without a fish fry special. But the thought of having to explain where Jesse was, over and over again, made her want to throw up. 

         
         Benji smirked. It reminded her of the shit-eating grin he used to wear when he scored a touchdown at football games in high
            school. “I think you’ve got enough trouble coming your way.” 
         

         
         

         Remy Simon stopped asking God for things about six months ago.

         
         She’d spent years asking for things she couldn’t seem to get. She asked for her dad to notice her more than how many clean
            napkins the supper club had, but he’d barely looked her way if he wasn’t asking her to plate some rib eye. She asked for her
            three kids to grow up with a love for their faith, and only one of them even went to church. She asked for Joseph to heal—miraculous
            healings happened, didn’t they? That’s how they got all those saints? But he’d died just the same. The cancer had been quick
            and brutal. 
         

         
         It was then, after they’d buried him at Sacred Hearts Cemetery and the last old woman at church had finished boxing up the
            leftover deli meat at the luncheon, that Remy resolved to stop praying about Cass. Cassandra Jane would do what she wanted,
            and she always had. Remy wasn’t sure the Lord himself could stop a will like that. 
         

         
         But to read about Lacey—she couldn’t help herself that night. Article after article as she lay in bed, scrolling and scrolling until her thumb was calloused. It sounded absolutely horrible. This was the woman her middle child had believed had all the answers? This was the guru Cass had entrusted her soul to for care? 
         

         
         The glow of Remy’s phone pulled her in like some kind of trance. Everyone was terrified of kids and their screens these days,
            especially Cass, who’d ironically been on her phone more than anyone Remy had ever met. But Remy sometimes felt like she needed
            one of those apps to kick you off social media after a certain time limit. She could go to bed at night absolutely exhausted
            from a long day at the supper club, mixing old-fashioneds and refilling ranch dressing containers. Then the siren song of
            her phone would call to her, and she’d find herself up at three a.m. reading one of her cousins and his ex-wife arguing in
            social media comments. 
         

         
         She opened her contacts and went to Cass’s name. There it was: the last time Remy had tried to reach out. Six months ago,
            almost to the date. 
         

         
         Info for Daddy’s funeral. And the link to his obituary. The texts above that—the health updates, the begging for her to come home, the request for
            photos of Eloise for Joseph’s hospital room—had all gone completely unanswered. She hadn’t heard from Cass in over a year,
            when her daughter had texted her: 
         

         
         
            I can’t give you what you want from me. Please stop contacting me. I hope you have a beautiful life. 

         

         And the things Remy could have said— Well, they went on and on. She could have raged at her daughter. Honestly, she could have slapped her across the face, not that she’d ever do such a thing. She could have screamed at her for being absent from her family on the day that mattered most. She could have hated her forever, for breaking her daddy’s heart and leaving like that. 

         
         But she hadn’t. She’d respected her wishes. Until Joseph was sick. 

         
         And then—she’d thought surely that Joseph’s cancer would be the thing that brought Cass home. She’d been certain of it. Cass and Joseph had always been
            so close. She and Remy had had their issues; that was true. They always had. It hadn’t been easy, like it had been with Hilary
            and Thomas. It had been strife and sass from the moment she’d come out. Hilary was the kind of baby that made you think you
            were naturally a wonderful parent. Cass was the kind of baby that reminded you why they hand out pamphlets about shaken baby
            syndrome at the hospital.
         

         
         But Cass and her father had always clicked so simply. Those two and their adventures—ice fishing in the middle of the lake
            until the stars were out, kayaking up at the Apostle Islands overnight, making homemade jerky with that fancy machine Joseph
            had bought online. The venison tasted too gamey for Remy, but everyone else had loved it. Cass and Joseph had never argued.
            Not even about Lacey. 
         

         
         Cass had been a wild thing as a girl, and Remy could respect that. She’d been a wild thing, too, until Camp Horizons and all that had entailed. But around her junior year of high school, Cass had started to slowly shift away from her old friends, and even away from her father. At first, Remy had chalked it up to the fact that she’d started seeing Jesse. They’d known Jesse Morgan since he was in diapers; it was a match made in Port Holcomb heaven. He was a good friend of Thomas’s and his parents owned the Corner Store. And the more time Cass wanted to spend with Jesse, the better, in Remy’s opinion. He was a bright kid. A good influence. He’d rub off on her. 

         
         But the last few years had been so heartbreaking. The day Cass left—left Jesse, left them, left the Baumhaus, left Port Holcomb—Joseph
            had cried. Remy had never, ever seen that. Not even when his own father shot himself in the garage. The idea of Cass driving
            away, with sweet little Eloise buckled into her booster seat, had just about killed Joseph. And the cancer had finished him
            off. 
         

         
         He hadn’t even been able to say goodbye. 

         
         Jesse had been at the funeral. He’d hugged Remy and it was that hug that almost broke her. Joseph loved his son-in-law like
            he was his own. Hilary’s idiot Nathan; well, Joseph had seen that shit coming a mile away. Common sense isn’t a flower that grows in every garden, he’d mutter whenever Nathan drank too much. They all drank too much, sure, but with Nathan it was different. Bad-different, addict-different, can’t-keep-a-job different. If he had shown up, Joseph would have reached down and haunted him like a poltergeist till he ran screaming. The thought almost
            made Remy chuckle, there in her bedroom. But Jesse—Joseph had always cared for Jesse. Left him his tackle box and everything,
            which Thomas had been a bit sour about. But Thomas was— Well. He wore suits to work. He couldn’t even bait a hook. 
         

         
         Remy’s thumb hovered over the text box. She wanted to send one simple message. She just wanted to know if Cass was okay. 

         
         
            I hope you have a beautiful life. 

         

         Well, I’m trying to, thought Remy. But her question was this: What kind of mother can have a beautiful life without their
            child?
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            Port Holcomb

         

         Erin Willieg-now-Simon poked her head into her mother-in-law’s house. 

         
         “Remy?” she called out. “Remy, you home?” 

         
         It hadn’t been part of her Saturday afternoon plan to check on Thomas’s mom. No, the plan had been to drive into town to the Carter’s outlet, which was having a sale. She’d taken all of Hilary’s hand-me-downs with
            a smile but if her sister-in-law thought she was going to be dressing this baby in nothing but Bluey onesies and Mommy’s #1 Fan T-shirts, she was on crack. 
         

         
         But when she was driving past Remy’s, she’d seen the door wide open. Just hanging on its hinges, letting in all of the brisk, springtime air. A squirrel could have wandered in! A fox, for God’s sake! 
         

         
         This shouldn’t even be her job. The woman had three biological children. But it was always Erin, ever since Joseph had died.
            It was Erin Willieg-now-Simon almost every time. With Cass gone the past two years and Thomas always at work and Hilary being,
            well, Hilary, always half late to something or other, it had basically become her side gig. 
         

         
         “Remy!” she called again, stepping over a pile of important-looking papers. 

         
         “Yeah, yeah. I’m down here,” a voice called, sounding slightly out of breath. Erin hurried downstairs, not even bothering
            to kick off her wedge boots.
         

         
         Remy was where she often was, parked in front of her TV with a beer. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Your door was open,” Erin said. “Your front door. Wide open. Your heat’s getting out.” 

         
         “Heat? Do you guys still have your heat on? It’s sixty-five degrees out, for God’s sake.” 

         
         “A squirrel could have come in.” 

         
         “I’d handle him, no problem,” Remy said, puffing out her chest a bit. Oh, God. Remy wielding a gun in her kitchen, which Erin
            was 98 percent sure she was implying, was the last thing she needed. 
         

         
         “Remy! Not the point!” 

         
         “The hinge is busted,” she said. “On the door. I’ve been meaning to fix it . . .” She waved a hand. Ever since Joseph had
            died, small things kept getting out of hand with the house. Remy was a business owner, but she acted like she was incapable of changing a light bulb sometimes. Then, Erin silently chastised herself—her mother-in-law
            was a widow. She should be more helpful. 
         

         
         “What? For how long? Thomas can come do it.” 

         
         “I can fix my own door,” Remy said. “I’ve just been busy at the Baumhaus. Damn dishwasher is out again. And with the sale.”
            
         

         
         The sale. When Remy had sat the three of them—Erin, Thomas, and Hilary—down three months back and told them she was selling the supper club, you’d have thought she’d announced she was becoming a flapper and moving to Paris. Thomas and Hilary had been horrified. Erin was the one to talk them down from their metaphorical ledge that night, while they drank old-fashioneds at the bar and pouted. Supper clubs weren’t just a huge amount of work; they were also going out of fashion, slowly but surely, for the past sixty or so years. The fish frys and relish trays hung on for dear life, but they really were a relic of the past more than a staple of the future. Remy had found a buyer who was interested in turning Baumhaus into a supper club–themed small plates restaurant, which would probably do pretty well. Although Erin wasn’t sure how most people in Port Holcomb felt
            about a small plate. Fish fry and small plate weren’t typically in the same sentence. 
         

         
         Remy was— Well. Not old, necessarily. But older. Too old to run a place like the Baumhaus by herself. And neither Hilary, Thomas, nor Cass had any
            interest in taking the place over. What was Remy supposed to do? She was being smart, really. Erin saw her reasoning. They
            probably thought Erin didn’t understand, because she wasn’t a real Simon. And that was true. The name was more than a name;
            it was an identity, and sometimes it was like a sweatshirt that had gone through the dryer too many times and didn’t fit quite
            right. 
         

         
         They’d come around. Well, Hilary and Thomas had. Who knew what Crazy Cass thought, off in her cult. Erin would feel a little
            bad thinking that, except for the fact that Thomas still mourned his sister as if she’d died when she hadn’t even bothered showing up for Joseph’s funeral.
         

         
         Joseph had always had a sweet spot for Erin. When she’d started dating Thomas seriously in law school, her friends didn’t get it. Krista Clarkson—Man, it was weird how close you could be in college and then barely remember each other’s face years later. She had laid bare her entire soul to Krista, multiple times, over late-night vodka Red Bulls. 

         
         “It’s just . . .” Then Krista would make this face. This winced-eye, head-cocked face that meant I’m about to give an opinion, whether you’d like one or not. “He’s kind of boring, isn’t he?” 
         

         
         Thomas Joseph Simon certainly was boring. He got his oil changed every three thousand miles and returned library books on
            time and called his mom like clockwork every three days. Who lived like that? Thomas did. When the rest of campus was taking
            shot skis at the Mifflin Street Block Party and drinking out of fishbowls at Wando’s, Thomas was studying, memorizing every
            textbook he could. 
         

         
         Erin wasn’t used to boring. It felt foreign to her, unfamiliar. Erin’s dad had a temper, the kind that sprang out of him unexpectedly
            and shattered windows. Sometimes ones her mom was standing in front of. Erin’s sisters turned eighteen and took off, one for
            California with a boy and one for Chicago with a criminal record. Erin had worked at Culver’s, running greasy paper bags out
            to cars in the drive-through line and counting every penny she saved. Her high school guidance counselor had helped her apply
            for student loans. She had taken on more debt than Krista could even dream of. 
         

         
         When you were used to that, well. You wanted boring. You craved it like a scoop of frozen custard on a hot July day. 
         

         
         The first time she’d met Remy and Joseph, Remy had been slightly standoffish. Erin had expected that. Thomas was obviously his mom’s favorite, and she seemed to be putting Erin through some kind of audition. But Joseph had gotten three different types of white wine at Piggly Wiggly because Thomas had told him she liked it. He danced with her at their wedding, since her own dad didn’t even know she was getting married. The fact that Joseph wouldn’t get to meet their baby was harder on her and Thomas than they wanted to admit. But at least Joseph had known they were finally going to have a baby after three miscarriages. At least he’d known there was another Simon, bursting into life right as he left it. 

         
         Just as Erin turned to head back upstairs, making a mental reminder to call Thomas after she went to Carter’s and ask him
            to go fix his mom’s stupid door, she heard the same front door open. 
         

         
         Careful footsteps walked in. After four years of marriage, Erin knew Thomas’s steps. It wasn’t him. Didn’t sound like Hilary
            either. Oddly, the cautious gait kind of reminded her of—
         

         
         “Mom?” 

         
         Erin spun back around and looked at Remy. 

         
         “Is that—” Erin hissed. 

         
         “Mom? You down there?” 

         
         Remy’s jaw dropped slightly. 

         
         It was. 

         
         She bounded down the stairs, all blond hair and sleepy eyes, Eloise folded in her arms. The four of them stared at each other
            in shock. Cass didn’t look like she’d been in a cult. Then again, things in Port Holcomb were often far more complex than how they looked. Looks could be deceiving. And the Simons, even a Willieg-now-Simon, knew that better than anybody. 

         
         

         Hilary and Nathan had been divorced for four years. The first few times she’d had to meet him at the Kwik Trip parking lot
            to hand off Fiona, Wyatt, and Levi, she’d felt like she was going to throw up. But now, it was just another task on her never-ending
            to-do list two Saturdays a month. It was strange, the things you could get used to. 
         

         
         Nathan had to take Breathalyzers on his phone before Hilary dropped off the kids. On his phone—it felt like something out of a video game, the little app the court made him download. But it worked. Hilary usually didn’t
            even ask to see them anymore. He’d been sober for a couple of years, at this point. And as complicated as it made her feel,
            the boys were always overjoyed to go to his house. 
         

         
         Fiona, on the other hand, usually did what she was doing that particular Saturday afternoon. 

         
         “You’re going to have fun,” Hilary reminded her sniffling daughter. “You’re going to have something cheesy and delicious that
            comes in a take-out bag for dinner, and then you’re going to play Mario Kart for hours.” Hilary refused to buy the kids a game console; they lived in a town full of playgrounds and trees and a stunning
            lake. They didn’t need to stare at a screen. But Nathan had gotten them all Nintendo Switches for Christmas and she had to
            admit it was helpful when trying to convince Fiona to go with a smile. 
         

         
         Besides, she often used her weekends without the kids to—not “practice self-care.” She hated that phrase, self-care, with its demand for bubble baths (which always felt weirdly lukewarm to her) and manicures (who could afford to get their nails done that often?). But a breather. A moment of peace. A morning of sleeping until she damn well pleased, only rising out of bed when her stomach was grumbling too loudly for her to hear whatever camper-life YouTuber she was watching at the moment. Why, she had no idea, since the thought of living in a tiny camper with her children made her want to flee the state. 

         
         The space it gave her art didn’t hurt either. Nathan gave her both the trauma that beautiful art sprang from and now, the
            time to create it. While they were married, he’d often put “your art” in air quotes. Not with his actual fingers, but with
            his words. His tone of voice, when she asked for a Saturday afternoon. Can’t we do something together as a family? What, like go to the beach, where she would pack every single thing and wiggle the kids into swimsuits and remember the SPF
            so he could drink a beer in the sand and fall asleep? 
         

         
         But not this weekend. This particular Saturday evening, she had somewhere to be. 

         
         Nathan’s Ford Explorer was patiently waiting in the parking lot. Well, look at that—on time and all. The boys launched out
            of the car and into his arms while Fiona gave her a final tearful hug. 
         

         
         “You can call me whenever you want to, like always,” Hilary promised. “Just ask Dad.” 

         
         “We’ll have fun, won’t we, kiddo?” Nathan said with a tight smile. Hilary felt the old urge she always did, the urge to smooth
            over the problem and assure him that of course, Fiona can’t wait, she’s so excited. The urge to spare Nathan from any pain or discomfort or sadness. To make his life as smooth as the lake on a flat, sunny
            day. 
         

         
         But look where that had gotten them. Fiona was not excited. She did not want to go. But she had to, because of which? Nathan’s
            stupid choices or Hilary’s filing for divorce? Neither. Both. A judge with a peanut butter stain on her blouse, signing important
            papers like the Queen of Sheba. 
         

         
         After three quick kisses and a reminder to Nathan about Fiona’s nighttime retainer, she got back into her car and sped toward
            her mother’s house. She couldn’t even listen to a podcast, or a Taylor Swift song she’d heard a thousand times. She rolled
            down her window and listened to cars whizzing by, on their way to shop at the pottery stores in town or to grab some cheese
            curds. 
         

         
         Port Holcomb, Wisconsin, wasn’t much. A classic Wisconsin town with five thousand people and a Main Street dotted with bars
            and frozen custard shops. It had St. Thérèse the Little Flower, which was one of the oldest churches in the diocese, and the
            Baumhaus, which was built by her very own great-grandfather in 1949. It had a Taco Bell, which Port Holcombians had thrown
            a fit about before realizing their love for Crunchwrap Supremes, and a Culver’s, which everyone begrudgingly accepted because
            it may have been a chain but at least it was a Wisconsin one. The best part of Port Holcomb was the rocky, secluded strip
            of Lake Holcomb beach, instead of the crowded Lake Michigan one. Hilary liked to go there and sketch on her child-free weekends.
            But today, she drove past the turn without so much as a glance. 
         

         
         Remy’s house was tucked away down off Redbird Lane. Joseph used to be obsessive about keeping his two acres neat and tidy; Hilary and her siblings weren’t even allowed to run through the sprinkler as kids because it would allegedly hurt his beloved Kentucky bluegrass. But Remy could barely start the mower, and Thomas always insisted he would do it and never actually did. It was late springtime, which meant everyone’s lawn looked like shit, but Remy’s was particularly brown and matted. 

         
         Hilary wondered, not for the first time, if her mom was going to take the money from the Baumhaus sale and buy a condo. This
            house wouldn’t go for that much, but it might do okay, if she found a young couple with fixer-upper skills to snag it. The
            location was beautiful; it was a short drive to town and walkable to the beach. In the wintertime, the roads were a bitch,
            but it was stunning when covered with soft blankets of snow. Like something out of a calendar. Hilary had tried to paint it
            a thousand times, but could never quite get the snowdrifts right. 
         

         
         It had been a picturesque place to have a childhood. The kind of place Norman Rockwell would have painted. It was too much
            for one widow who lived by herself, though. Remy needed someone to mow her lawn, and shovel her walk, and rake her leaves.
            The new condos on the west side of town would be perfect. But she knew her mom would throw a fit if she so much as suggested
            it. Things had to be Remy’s idea, always. 
         

         
         Hilary parked next to the blue Jeep, which she couldn’t help but notice had a giant hole in the front bumper. Yikes. When
            did Cass get a Jeep? Erin’s car wasn’t there, although she was the one who had originally texted Hilary in a panic. 
         

         
         Hilary burst through the front door, kicking off her shoes as she’d done a million times before. 

         
         “Hello?” she called out tentatively. 

         
         “In here, baby,” called Remy. She sounded happy and maybe a little tipsy. It was four p.m., for God’s sake. 

         
         But when Hilary stepped into the kitchen, there they were: her mother, holding a Miller Lite, with a tense smile. 

         
         And her sister. 

         
         A million pictures rushed through Hilary’s mind, like an Instagram scroll sped up. 

         
         Hilary and Cass as little girls, feet dangling off the back patio while they slurped on cherry-red Popsicles. 

         
         Hilary and Cass on the way to school, arguing over who got to pick the music (usually Top 40 for Cass, always indie folk for
            Hilary, which Cass dubbed Go Kill Yourself Music). 
         

         
         Hilary and Cass at Sacred Hearts, doodling on the back of the collection envelopes until their dad snatched the pens out of
            their hands. 
         

         
         Hilary and Cass at the Baumhaus, sneaking shots behind the bar while they were supposed to be waiting tables. 

         
         Hilary and Cass as young wives, then young moms, trading onesies back and forth and road-tripping to Target, sipping iced
            lavender lattes while comparing the chemicals in baby soap brands. Ignoring texts from Nathan and Jesse about when they’d
            be back. 
         

         
         Other ones, too. Ones of grief. Ones of sitting down on the couch, Hilary on one side and Thomas on the other, begging Cass not to go. Ones of a tear-streaked Eloise being loaded into the car. Ones of feelings so hurt that Hilary wasn’t sure she and Cass could ever be repaired. Ones of questions. So, so many questions. 
         

         
         But there would be time for those later, Hilary thought. She opened her arms, and her sister fell into them. 

         
         

         It was beyond weird, being in her childhood bedroom again. 

         
         Remy had barely changed a thing. Hilary’s side was still neat, organized, orderly. Her bookshelves still held a copy of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants and all of the Twilight books. She still had a pencil cup on her desk with freshly sharpened Ticonderogas waiting for her to come review her AP flash
            cards. Her bulletin board even had the same four photos: Hilary and her winning self-portrait at the Midwest Youth Art Show,
            Hilary and her parents at high school graduation, Hilary and her friend Lila—Leah? They weren’t even that close—with their
            cheeks squished together, and the three Simon siblings in Packers gear, arms thrown around one another, mid-laugh. 
         

         
         Cass’s, on the other hand, was bare. No dance team ribbons, no photos of her friends. She’d taken a lot when she’d first moved
            out, and had never really come back, even after she’d dropped out. She’d gotten married and moved right into Jesse’s. She’d
            spent the night at home now and then. But she hadn’t ever really come home. 
         

         
         When Cass thought of home, she still thought of a small room in a giant house. A room tucked into the corner of a giant estate,
            a room with a door that was always locked. 
         

         
         She squeezed her eyes shut. 

         
         A room where Lacey was down the hall. 

         
         Cass had left so quickly. That was always how Cass did things. She decided, and then she did them. That was how she’d dropped out of college. That was how she’d said yes to marrying Jesse, and yes to having a baby. That was how she’d taken the assistant job for Lacey Garrick, two million social media followers and counting. And that was how she’d joined the Mommune. 

         
         That was how she’d left, though, too. Throwing her things in a duffel bag, the same orange Nike one she’d had since her dance
            team days. She’d taken her and Eloise’s clothes, and not much else, leaving behind her ketone-drenched juicer and her binders
            of Mommune recruitment materials. She’d woken Eloise up, softly rubbing her hair, and gathered her into her arms wrapped in
            three thick afghans. Spring in Wisconsin could be bone-chilling; you never knew when the weather would turn on you. And they
            had to walk a mile and a half to the rental car office. 
         

         
         Later that morning, when her brother walked into Remy’s house, Cass held her breath. She’d understand if he was furious or
            confused or hated her. But she’d also known, when it was the middle of the night and she had nowhere to go, that it was Thomas
            she could text for money for the rental car, and it was Thomas who would send it, no questions asked. The baby brother who
            acted like the head of the family. 
         

         
         “Geez. Cass,” he said. Thomas opened his arms and she fell into them, just like she had with Hilary. Her stupid brother and stupid sister, who she loved more than this stupid life itself. Eloise sat in the corner, staring at some weird show about cats and a dollhouse on Netflix that Hilary had pulled up. She looked thrilled to be sitting on her long-lost grandmother’s couch. God, was that a Pop-Tart Remy had given her? 
         

         
         Stop, Cass reminded herself, taking a long, slow breath. It’s temporary.

         
         “What happened to the car?” he asked with a wince. 

         
         “I hit a deer. I’m sorry.” 

         
         “The rental insurance should cover it.” 

         
         “Did you think your wife made me up?” Cass asked. 

         
         “Hallucinated you,” he said. “Too much time around the nursery’s paint fumes.” Hilary, in the corner, cackled. That was kind
            of mean. Ganging up on Erin was an easy Simon game. 
         

         
         “She’s huge,” said Cass. “When is she due? I had no idea.” Of course she hadn’t. Cass hadn’t seen Thomas or Erin or Hilary
            or Remy for two long years. She barely knew them, it felt like, but when she’d seen how pregnant Erin was, her heart had leapt
            into her throat. She was an aunt again. Technically. And she hadn’t even known it. 
         

         
         “A month, give or take.” 

         
         “Boy or a girl?”

         
         “Girl. You told me you needed the car, by the way. You didn’t tell me you were coming home,” he pointed out. Cass didn’t know
            what to say. He hadn’t asked questions and she hadn’t answered them. 
         

         
         “Thomas! Tools? What the hell do you have your toolbox for?” Remy asked, barreling into the living room and clapping him on
            the back. 
         

         
         “I heard you had a broken door and a prodigal daughter.” 

         
         Remy snorted. “I told Erin I could fix it myself.” 

         
         “Still seems broken to me.” 

         
         “Oh, fine. I’ll go do it now. You grab yourself a beer. That toolbox looks like the same one Daddy gave you for high school graduation, for God’s sake. It could practically fit in your pocket. How do you fix anything in your house with that?” 

         
         “I get by,” Thomas said defensively. 

         
         “Erin has Jeff Parulski from high school come fix the garbage disposal whenever it breaks,” supplied Hilary. Thomas leaned
            over and flicked her on the temple, and she ducked. 
         

         
         “Where’s my niece?” he asked, peering into the living room. “Oh my goodness. Eloise! You’re so big! Remember me? Uncle Thomas?” 
         

         
         Eloise didn’t even turn from the TV screen. The uneasy feeling Cass had blossomed in her stomach like a weed. 

         
         “Maybe I should . . .” She leaned toward the remote. Hilary grabbed it and held it away from her. 

         
         “A little screen time won’t kill her,” she said. 

         
         And there—that fire of annoyance. Because Hilary was just being her same obnoxious self, wasn’t she? Hilary Rose Simon, Queen
            of Everything and Everyone. Just because she had kids first, and more of them, and twins, didn’t mean she was the expert. Cass could decide when and where Eloise watched TV. Cass could decide—
         

         
         But what should she decide? 

         
         She knew what Hilary would decide. She knew what Remy would decide. She definitely knew what Lacey would decide. 
         

         
         She swallowed. Fine. Eloise could watch the cats for a few more minutes. That was Cass’s decision. 
         

         
         “Sit,” said Hilary. “Talk to us.” 

         
         They sat down on the other couch, the same threadbare couch Remy and Joseph had had for years. Since the three of them were kids, practically. If Joseph had been there, he would have gone and gotten them coffee instead of just gesturing toward the pot. But a lot had changed since Cass had been gone. A lot, and then, not so much. 

         
         “How are the kids?” said Cass. Safe territory. Fiona, Wyatt, and Levi were easy to focus on. 

         
         “They’re good,” Hilary said gently. “The boys are growing like weeds. Driving each other nuts half the time, best friends
            half the time. And Fiona made the elite soccer team.” 
         

         
         “She doesn’t dance anymore?” asked Cass. 

         
         “No. She lost interest a while ago,” said Hilary. “She was never as good as you were.” Tight smiles. Slight compliments. They
            were walking on ice, carefully trying not to misstep. 
         

         
         “I have no idea what ‘elite soccer team’ means, but it sounds fancy. Can you play elite sports at nine?” 

         
         “Ten,” said Hilary. 

         
         “Ten. Wow. Last time I saw her—” She cut off, an awkward half smile. Fiona was eight the last time Cass had seen her. She
            remembered that last time well. 
         

         
         She remembered as Fiona sat on the front stoop, waiting with her brothers for Nathan to come and pick them up. As Thomas and
            Hilary sat on this very couch, asking Cass not to go. Pleading with her to stay.
         

         
         “Oh, Cass,” said Hilary quietly. “What happened?”
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         “All I’m saying,” Hilary told Cass over FaceTime, “is that there are pros and cons.” 

         
         Cass leaned over and glanced at baby Eloise, who was happily chewing on her plastic giraffe. She was trying to fold a massive
            pile of onesies with her phone propped up on a fat stack of books. “The pros being?” 
         

         
         They were waffling about their parents deciding to reopen the Baumhaus after three months of lockdown. COVID had changed their
            lives and taken out so many great restaurants—Tiana’s Panini Bar down on Main had been shuttered, and the last Cass heard,
            the Prancing Pony down by the lake was just hanging on by a thread and a loan from the bank. 
         

         
         “The cha-ching. This is peak season. They already had to let the waitstaff go. Jayla made a freaking GoFundMe last week, did you see that?”
            
         

         
         Cass winced. She had. Jayla had talked about being let go from her job after four years as a hardworking, dedicated employee. It was basically a middle finger to Remy and Joseph. But what the hell were they supposed to do? Keep paying a waitress who wasn’t waiting tables, because there were no tables to be waited on? With what money, exactly? The money they didn’t have just sitting around in a safe somewhere? Besides, Jayla would sneak shots behind the bar mid-shift when Cillian wasn’t
            looking. She wasn’t exactly Employee of the Year. 
         

         
         “And the cons?” Cass asked. 

         
         “All of us getting a horrible disease and slowly dying, choking on our last meager breaths while the internet crows about
            how right they were.” 
         

         
         “Bummer.” 

         
         “Truth. At least it would get me out of the Summer Jamboree for Fiona’s 5K class.” 

         
         Cass didn’t say what she was thinking—was it smart to even send Fiona to 5K in the fall? But who knew? The world was changing so fast. Nobody knew if they’d be locked down for another week
            or another month or another year. The supper club had done its duty; it had closed up shop in March when the governor had
            gone on TV and begged everyone to stay home. The take-out model didn’t really work for supper clubs. People didn’t come for
            the food, they came for the vibes. They’d already missed the Lenten fish fry season, and a summer without customers would
            be the death knell for the Baumhaus. Hilary did have a point. 
         

         
         Besides, Cass felt sorry for her sister. Cass got to stay home and snuggle Eloise, who was always happy to curl up on her
            lap and look at a book, munching on organic Puffs. Jesse was still working, too. The Corner Store, which his parents owned,
            sold food. Enough that it could be classified as a grocery store, anyway. Since it was summer, he was also working as a fishing
            guide on Lake Holcomb on his off days.
         

         
         Hilary, on the other hand, had a five-year-old and twin three-year-olds. And Nathan was home—always. He worked in software consulting, and he was always holed up in their bedroom, typing on the keyboard and asking her to get the kids to quiet down. Snapping at her to get them to quiet down, not that it was any of Cass’s business. And was he allowed to have a cocktail while he worked?
            
         

         
         Cass almost enjoyed the lockdown, not that she would ever say that in a million years. It made her feel like she and Eloise
            were tucked away in a safe little cocoon, away from all of the other people who demanded her daughter’s attention. Was she
            going a little stir-crazy? Sure. Did she pause after every cough and say a Hail Mary, even though she hadn’t been to a Catholic
            Mass in ages? Yeah. But she felt like she had everything she needed, right in front of her. It was peaceful. 
         

         
         “You want to go on a walk or something?” Hilary asked. She sounded hopeful. Cass pursed her lips together and her sister just
            sighed. 
         

         
         “Cass. Outside. It’s called fresh air for a reason.” 
         

         
         “I know! I know. But I just— Did you see the latest CDC numbers?” 

         
         “No, because I’m not a sadist and don’t get them texted directly to my phone.” 

         
         “Maybe next week.” 

         
         “Suit yourself. Don’t turn into the Unabomber or anything.” 

         
         Cass rolled her eyes and hung up after a quick love-you-talk-later-bye. 
         

         
         Hilary was— Well. She was Hilary, and Cass meant that in all the best and worst ways. She loved her big sister. She did! But they were so different, and just like the pandemic was highlighting everyone’s differences, it was highlighting theirs, too. Hilary was always so cavalier and carefree, painting in her garage and jumping into the lake. When they were kids, it was Cass who’d had the reputation for being unpredictable, and it was Hilary who was the quiet artist and uptight planner. It was Cass
            who’d had to call Hilary to come pick her up after drinking so much at Kyle Aldridge’s house that she threw up in the bushes,
            and Cass who’d barely scraped by with the grades for two years at Lake Country Tech. 
         

         
         But that was all a million years ago. Before— Well. Before a lot of things, Cass supposed. 

         
         Now, she was a different person. She and Hilary both were. They were mothers, and sometimes, in her very worst moments, Cass
            thought Hilary needed to act like one. She instead acted like COVID was nothing more than a bad cold, or like drowning wasn’t
            the most common cause of childhood death. She acted like her art was so important, like the time she made for it was so precious. She let some random woman she’d heard about from a Baumhaus customer watch
            her kids two days a week. She’d let Thomas’s girlfriend, Erin, watch them the other night, and they barely knew her. Cass
            would never leave Eloise with a perfect stranger. She didn’t even like to leave her with Remy. 
         

         
         Honestly, she didn’t even like to leave her with Jesse. He loved Eloise. Of course he did! But he didn’t have the natural instincts Cass had. When they were together, she had to
            correct him a thousand times a day about how he put her socks on too forcefully or didn’t cut her fruit small enough. Besides,
            she missed Eloise when she was away from her. What could be better than snuggling her daughter? What could possibly be more
            important? 
         

         
         People choose different things, Hilary had told her calmly when Cass had tried to explain to her why she didn’t want Eloise to have a pacifier. Like Cass
            was some crazy lunatic who she had to calm down with a soothing tone and kindergarten-speak. Of course people chose different
            things. That didn’t make every choice equal. 
         

         
         But whatever. Hilary was a million times better than Remy, who had straight up said to Cass’s face that she was being a drama
            queen and a little plastic never hurt a baby. 
         

         
         Which wasn’t even true. The kind with ribbon holders—she’d read about a baby who’d choked to death, wrapping it around its
            neck. To say nothing of the teeth issues. And again, Cass was there. She could feed Eloise whenever Eloise wanted instead of shoving a toy between her lips.
         

         
         Remy, of course, had phoned in motherhood as much as she could. Cass had been raised by a supper club. Her mother was good
            at many things—running the Baumhaus, talking to strangers, mixing Jack and gingers. But she wasn’t winning any Most Present
            Mother awards. And while she loved her four grandchildren, Cass couldn’t help but feel slightly uneasy around her when she
            offered to babysit. Will you not swing her by her arms, like I saw Dad do the other day? she wanted to ask. Will you sing the right song at bedtime? 

         
         

         “Cass?” Cass’s eyes flew open, and her heart did that oh-God-oh-God thing it usually did when she woke up. A brief flash of panic that Eloise had somehow learned to crawl out of her crib and turn the stove on, or had walked right out the door. She slowly blinked, acclimating herself to her own living room. Damnit, she hadn’t meant to fall asleep. There were still two full hampers of laundry in front of her, and she hadn’t even wiped down Eloise’s high chair after dinner. 

         
         “Hi,” she said foggily. 

         
         “Hey.” 

         
         “Why are you home so late?” 

         
         “It’s eight thirty.” Jesse laughed. “I texted you—I went with some of the guides for a beer.” 

         
         Cass tried not to purse her lips, but she must have, because the sparkle left Jesse’s eyes. 

         
         “We were outside,” he said flatly. “It was fine.” 

         
         “Okay. Just, you know . . . a bar. Crowded in there.” 

         
         “I’ll take a shower,” he said. She didn’t think that saved you from COVID germs, but okay. He glanced down at the overflowing
            laundry hampers. 
         

         
         “Sorry,” she said. “I was . . . I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 

         
         “It’s no biggie.” He shrugged, reaching down to grab a clean shirt. “Bedtime for the little lady go all right?” 

         
         “We read Giraffes Can’t Dance and sang Five Little Monkeys three times. She just kept going ’gain, ’gain!” 

         
         Jesse laughed. “That goon. Hey—you okay? I’m sorry I didn’t call instead of text. I should have made sure it was okay before
            I went. Dumb of me.” Jesse was quick to tick her off but quick to apologize. 
         

         
         Cass just shook her head. “It’s fine.” She didn’t mind putting Eloise to bed herself. In fact, she kind of preferred it. She liked their orderly routine and knowing exactly how long things would take. Jesse always got Eloise riled up just before bedtime, throwing her in the air and catching her to make her giggle while Cass warned him not to drop her, which they then bickered about. It just made Cass feel better to be in charge of the night, from top to bottom, to smooth out any lumps or wrinkles. 

         
         Jesse seemed to walk through life with the confidence of knowing everything would be okay in the end. He didn’t understand
            the way danger could lurk around every corner the way Cass did. COVID, baby-proofing—what did any of it matter? Everything
            would be fine-just-fine, in Jesse’s mind. Everything would always fall together the way it was meant to. Cass missed that optimism that she’d once
            had, but she resented it in Jesse. It bugged her, the way he shrugged off worries that seemed to land at Cass’s feet. 
         

         
         That night, Jesse lay next to her snoring quietly and she indulged her very worst habit: scrolling on her phone to fall asleep.
            It was ridiculous. She’d read every study and skimmed every article, and she knew, she knew that you weren’t supposed to just lie in bed and scroll. She was fully aware, okay? But she felt itchy at night, like her
            brain wouldn’t shut off until she numbed it a bit. It was the time of day when it occurred to her that the most interesting
            thought she’d had all day was that Peter Rabbit was a little traumatizing for a morning read-aloud. The death of a parent is one thing, but to bake the dad into a pie? Was rabbit pie even a thing?
         

         
         Lately she’d been online-stalking one of her favorite influencers, Lacey Garrick. Lacey was shiny: shiny teeth, shiny hair,
            shiny bathroom floor. She had a daughter almost the exact age as Eloise, and every month she’d posted her daughter’s likes
            and dislikes online. Likes: sweet potatoes, Goodnight Moon, waving bye-bye. Dislikes: when Mom puts me down for more than a moment! But she had to put her down, right? Her house was immaculate. Sometimes Lacey put her daughter in one of those sling-wrap things, the kind that gave off “extremely rich hippie” vibes. But those always made Cass nervous, like she still had to keep one hand on Eloise’s rump. 
         

         
         A lot of things made Cass nervous. She was no longer that girl who’d thrown up in Kyle’s bushes. She was nervous about baby
            carriers and screen time, nervous about sleeping positions and sippy cup brands. Any moment of joy, like Eloise’s giggles
            or the way she squealed when she saw a dog, were snatched away from Cass by terror. She was also nervous about the things
            she wasn’t nervous about, but knew she should be: nervous about the way Jesse touching her made her flinch, and nervous about the way
            her heart sped up when Hilary or Remy picked her daughter up. Nervous about the way she’d driven to the Corner Store alone
            last week and just sat in the parking lot, staring at the sign, willing herself to have the energy before going in and greeting
            Jesse’s mom and picking up milk. She’d returned home empty-handed fifteen minutes later, still wearing her mask. 
         

         
         Want to bring Eloise to the Baumhaus tomorrow for lunch? A text popped up on her phone from her mother. She groaned inwardly. The answer, of course, was no. She wasn’t bringing a
            baby inside a crowded restaurant, and her mother knew that. She was only asking so that she could call Cass dramatic. It wasn’t
            an invitation; it was a picked argument. Well, Cass wasn’t playing. She deleted the message. 
         

         
         Cass could turn all of her anxiety down, though. Like a light bulb with a dimmer switch. Lacey Garrick was right there, smiling
            generously, beckoning her toward being a better mom. All she had to do was scroll.
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         “That’s all she said?” Erin sat up on their bed, watching Thomas spit his toothpaste into the sink. He shrugged, grabbing
            a glass to fill with water and rinse out his mouth. 
         

         
         “Pretty much.” 

         
         “Changed her mind. About which part? The thinking-we’re-all-evil part? The psycho Mommune part? I mean, God. Did she even apologize?” 
         

         
         “You know Cass,” said Thomas, waving his hand. He forgot that honestly, Erin didn’t. Not really. Cass had left two years after they’d tied the knot and served rib eye at the Baumhaus to their guests. She’d
            been gone for another two. That meant for half of Erin and Thomas’s marriage, his middle sister had been a topic that they
            delicately stepped around. Cass was like a ghost, or the name Voldemort. Even Joseph had barely mentioned her, although Erin
            knew Eloise had been his phone background from the day Cass left to the day he died. 
         

         
         It wasn’t that Cass and Hilary hadn’t been welcoming to Erin. It was that— Well. Things were complicated. The Simon family had all of that history, all of those years. The inside jokes and the hard-to-follow references and the stories. The same stories, over and over. They were a family of repeaters. Sometimes Erin thought if she heard about when Hilary threw a baseball
            too hard and knocked Thomas’s two front teeth out one more time, she’d lock them all in the supper club and burn the damn
            thing down. How self-involved could a group of people be, needing to constantly rehash their own histories and reargue their
            old points? 
         

         
         We tell stories so we don’t argue, Thomas had told her once, which might have been true. The Simons weren’t necessarily aligned, politically or religiously.
            Stories felt safe. But she also thought it was because they liked to bask in their glory days. The Simons of Port Holcomb,
            the family with the Amazingly Talented Artist (Hilary) and Prom Queen/Cheerleader (Cass) and Law Student Son (Thomas). The
            family that owned the Baumhaus. Remy and Joseph’s offspring, the shining stars of the small town, the centers of its orbit
            until one of them had joined a cult. 
         

         
         And now that particular star seemed to be crash-landing, and everyone was just . . . What? Fine with it? 
         

         
         “That Lacey girl is all over the news,” said Erin, holding up her phone. “It’s crazy. They’re saying she had duct tape on
            her daughter’s wrists. That she was emaciated.” 
         

         
         “That’s gonna be one hell of a defense case.” 

         
         Erin rolled her eyes. Ever the lawyer. 

         
         “I’m just saying . . . Cass left when?” asked Erin. “Two days ago? Did she know that this was about to go down? Was she— I
            mean, are we sure Eloise is okay?” 
         

         
         “Cass adores Eloise,” said Thomas defensively.

         
         “She adored her when she took her from her family to make her live in a commune with a child predator, too.” 

         
         Thomas winced. “Erin, geez.” She’d broken the cardinal rule. Only Simons could shit-talk other Simons, and even Willieg-now-Simons
            didn’t count. 
         

         
         “But what if—” 

         
         “Er.” Thomas came into the room and sat down next to her on the bed. “She’s obviously having a really hard time. You should
            have heard her when she called me. She was messed up, okay? I had to lend her the money for the car.” 
         

         
         “It’s not about the money,” said Erin, although he could have run it past her first. Or given her a warning that Cass might possibly be coming home. He hadn’t said a word about his
            sister’s middle-of-the-night phone call. “It’s not about— It’s about the fact that we have no idea how culpable she was in all of . . . this. Whatever it is.” 
         

         
         Thomas leaned down and whispered loudly to her stomach, “Hi, baby. Your mom’s being Nancy Grace again.” 

         
         Erin leaned over and whacked him, but he caught her wrists, laughing. 

         
         “I’ll get more out of her,” he promised. “You gotta remember, Cass is like . . . a cat. Always been that way. You can’t spook
            her; you have to let her come to you.” 
         

         
         Erin sighed, running a hand over her stomach. She was huge. And while after three consecutive miscarriages, she was grateful
            every single day for her little bean, she could still do without feeling like a giant whale every time she rolled over in
            bed. 
         

         
         Thomas, reading her mind, leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Four weeks.” 

         
         “Mm-hmm,” she murmured. 

         
         

         Remy took a long, slow sip of her coffee. It was one of the few pleasures she still clung to in life. Well, that and the cocktail.
            Everyone knew not to talk to her until she’d had a few hits of caffeine. The house could be burning down, and she’d deal with
            it after her third cup. 
         

         
         And— Well. Burning down. You could say that about her life, certainly. Selling the only business she’d ever known. Trying to get ahold of being a
            widow, six months after Joseph’s death. Dealing with Cassandra Jane. 
         

         
         Cass. She couldn’t believe Cass was in her bedroom, just down the hall. She and Joseph had toyed around with the idea of redoing it, but they couldn’t
            bring themselves to. They always wanted the kids to feel like they could come back home, no matter what. Remy would never
            send her kids away, the way she’d been sent away at seventeen. Her home would be a refuge. And hadn’t they needed it? Hadn’t
            Hilary slept in that very room her first weekend without the kids, crying and watching that documentary about the movie star
            and his soccer team? Remy would always have a place for her children to come to—always. She couldn’t give much, but that,
            she could do. 
         

         
         And besides. She had Eloise to think about. 

         
         But after these past two years—two years of not knowing if one of her grandchildren was sick, of not helping her daughter
            through motherhood, two whole years of buying hot pickles for family gatherings even though Cass was the only one who’d ever eaten them, and having to put a completely full jar back in the fridge—it was hard to fully grasp that Cass and Eloise were just down the hall. 

         
         “Grandma?” 

         
         There she was, in her footie pajamas, eyes heavy with sleep. She was clutching a rabbit she’d heard Cass refer to as Miss
            Bun-Bun. They’d only been there a night, but Remy already felt as if it’d been years. 
         

         
         “Hi, sweet girl,” she cooed. “Did you have nice dreams?” 

         
         Eloise yawned. “Paw Patrol?” 
         

         
         Remy obliged, Cassandra Jane be damned. She knew her daughter didn’t love Eloise getting screen time first thing in the morning,
            but if she wasn’t going to get out of bed, she didn’t get to make the rules, did she? 
         

         
         She popped some Eggos in the toaster and got out the plastic bottle of syrup. At least it was the real stuff from the farmers
            market, not the generic kind from the Pig—Cass would appreciate that. Maybe. 
         

         
         “Hey, Grandma?” Eloise asked, still sounding sleepy as Remy scraped butter over her waffles. 

         
         “Yes, peanut?” 

         
         “When am I going home?” 

         
         Remy froze, knife in midair. “What do you mean, silly? You are home.” 

         
         Eloise shook her head. “No. Back to the big house. With Sophie?” 

         
         Remy swallowed. Where was Cass? This was her job. What she wanted to tell the poor child was that she was never going back to that freaky place; that she’d never see Sophie again because Sophie Garrick was in Child Protective Services while her mother rotted in jail. What she wanted was to tell Eloise that this had always been her home, and that her mother never should have taken her away in the first place.
            What she wanted to tell her was—
         

         
         “El?” There was Cass, in her too-short sweatpants. “Oh. Thanks, Mom.” She glanced at the TV, with the little police car dog
            talking to his friends, but said nothing. Well—progress. 
         

         
         “We were just having a little conversation,” said Remy. “About—”

         
         “When are we going home?” Eloise asked her mother abruptly. 

         
         Cass took a sharp inhale. She didn’t say what Remy wanted her to say: that they were home. Instead she gave a weak “I’m not sure, baby.” 
         

         
         “I want to swim in the pond.” 

         
         “Who needs a pond when you have a whole lake?” said Remy, stretching her arm out. “Lake Holcomb is just down the road. There’s
            a beach and everything! Maybe we could—” 
         

         
         “I want the pond. And I want Sophie. And cheesy crackers.” 

         
         “I can make those cheesy crackers here, Eloise,” said Cass, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I can—” 

         
         “But—”

         
         “Who wants breakfast?” cried Remy happily. 

         
         “Mom,” Cass snapped. “Just—” She sighed. “Eloise, I don’t know, okay? Mommy’s figuring some things out. Eat your waffles and
            go watch . . . those dogs. Paw Police.” 
         

         
         “Paw Patrol,” supplied Eloise, grabbing her plate and sliding off her breakfast stool. Remy helped her get settled on the couch, tucking a thick afghan around her and giving her a wooden tray that she sometimes used to eat dinner in front of the news, before it got too depressing. Once Eloise was settled, Remy dipped back into the kitchen, where Cass was staring out the window. 

         
         “I don’t know what to tell her,” she said hollowly. 

         
         Remy sighed. “Well. There’s time to figure all of that out.” 

         
         Cass still hadn’t told them much. In fact, she’d hardly told them anything. Just that by the time she realized how bad things
            were, how deceptive Lacey had been, she knew she had to go. She’d said she left as soon as she’d learned about the abuse of
            her daughter. But she still hadn’t mentioned how she found out or why she hadn’t contacted the police earlier. She just said
            she had to think about Eloise. Remy didn’t know what topics she was allowed to bring up or not. The last thing she wanted
            was to spook her daughter and send her flying back toward that monster and everything she’d built. 
         

         
         But it didn’t seem like she could go back, anyway. All of the children who’d been living at—what had the press been calling
            it? The Mommune?—were in state custody. She shivered to think what would have happened if Cass had waited another day to leave.
            Where would Eloise be then? It made Remy want to throw up. She hadn’t seen her granddaughter in two years, but Eloise had
            warmed up to her almost immediately. 
         

         
         And she had Joseph’s eyes. 

         
         Cass’s phone rang, but she silenced it. “You going into work today?” 

         
         Remy nodded. “After Mass. Then I need to stop by Daddy’s grave and make sure the new flowers I ordered were planted. What—um. What about you? What are you up to?” Remy felt like she should invite her daughter to church, but she knew what the answer would be. She could also invite her to see Joseph, but something stopped her from doing that, too. Besides, that was Remy’s private time. 

         
         “I don’t even know,” said Cass absentmindedly. “I don’t . . . I still don’t really have a plan.” 

         
         “Does Eloise . . . go to school? Do you need to call somebody?” It was a Sunday. 

         
         Cass shook her head. “I homeschool her.” Homeschool? Was that such a good idea? Children needed to be around other children,
            and Eloise had been so isolated. 
         

         
         But Remy just nodded. “Well, you know you gals are welcome here as long as you’d like.” 

         
         “I need to find something to do, though,” said Cass. “Like, for money. A job. I was on Lacey’s payroll until recently, and
            it’s not like I had a ton of expenses, but I’m going to need . . . something.” She left out the fact that Lacey hadn’t paid
            her in weeks. 
         

         
         “What about Jesse?” Remy asked gently. “You called him, right?”

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         “Maybe you should go see him today? Maybe—” 

         
         “Mom,” said Cassie flatly. “Please. Can we not?” 

         
         Remy held her hands up. “Okay. Okay. Well, hey, I’d offer you a job at the Baumhaus, but I’m guessing you heard.” 
         

         
         “Hilary told me,” she said. “I can’t . . . Wow. Yeah, that’s crazy.” 

         
         “Come by later,” pressed Remy. “Bring Eloise. Everyone would love to see you.” 

         
         “Maybe,” Cass muttered. 

         
         Remy put a hand on her shoulder, and she flinched slightly. 

         
         “What do you need, Cass?” she said quietly. “What can I do to help?” 

         
         “Nothing,” her younger daughter responded. But the way she said it, Remy knew: It wasn’t that she needed nothing. It was that
            she needed things nobody could possibly give her. 
         

         
         

         That afternoon, Cass stared at her phone. She knew what she had to do, but she didn’t want to do it. She took one final swig
            of lukewarm coffee before scrolling through her contacts. 
         

         
         Luna Delarosa was her freshman-year roommate at UW. She’d known where all the parties were and which ones were going to let
            freshmen in. She was the kind of friend who couldn’t remember your birthday but would show up to help you bury a body without
            so much as a second glance. Luna, for her many flaws, was a friend who came when called upon, and she was one of the least
            judgmental people Cass knew. She hadn’t spoken to her in years, but she knew that she’d still answer with—
         

         
         “Cassandra freaking Simon!” Luna sang out. She always called Cass by her maiden name, even though she’d been at her wedding. “Hi!” At her voice, a
            layer of calm tucked into Cass like a weighted blanket. Most people her age were allergic to phone calls; they’d send their
            own grandmothers to voicemail. But Luna would answer. She always answered. 
         

         
         “Hi, Luna,” she said, trying to sound perky. “How are you?” 

         
         “How am I? How are you? Girl, the shit I’ve heard. You moved way up north, right? Ellerie?” 
         

         
         “Riverton,” she said, closing her eyes. 

         
         “Same thing. What are you doing up there?” 

         
         “Well, I’m—I’m not. Up there anymore, actually.” Cass cleared her throat. “I’m back in Port Holcomb.” Doing everything she
            possibly could to avoid anyone she knew. Which was harder than she’d expected. Last night when she’d run out to get organic
            milk for Eloise she’d had to dive behind the magazine rack after spotting Clara Schaefer and her tattooed husband. She’d literally
            dove, and she had the bruise on her knee to prove it. 
         

         
         “Oh my gosh! So fun!” 

         
         “Yeah. But, um . . .” She swallowed hard. “Look, I know this is so out of the blue. And I’m so sorry to bug you on the weekend.
            But I—I’m kind of looking for freelance gigs right now? And I was wondering—” 
         

         
         “You need some work?” Luna supplied. “You’re writing now?”

         
         “Um, kind of. Yeah.” Luna was always straight to the point. She once abandoned Cass at a bar at one a.m. with a group of Sigma
            Chis because a tight end from the Badgers had asked if she wanted to go on a walk. But she’d also shown up three days after
            Eloise was born with one of those cribs that rocks your baby to sleep, the kind that’s eight bajillion dollars. Was Cass writing? Well, she’d taken two creative writing classes at the tech college before writing thousands of social media captions for
            Lacey. She’d written every single email welcoming newcomers to the Mommune. She could string a few sentences together on the
            latest K-pop band or whatever it was Luna needed. 
         

         
         “So, I’m still at The Hive,” she said. Cass knew this, obviously, which was why she was calling. The Hive was a media website that did it all—recipe reels, celebrity gossip, and what they called “vital journalism,” which was really just regurgitated AP articles with a few words moved around. It was one of the first websites that had started doing those weird quizzes about What Your Favorite Kitchen Appliance Says About You and Which Tennis Player You’re Most Likely to Marry. But it had a huge following and worked with an army of freelancers. Luna had worked her way up to being a managing editor, and now had a condo in Carroll Gardens. Cass couldn’t even deny looking up its Zillow listing—1.3 million dollars for a one-bedroom? How did people live in New York City? 

         
         Cass needed money, and she needed it now. Her bank account had eighty-two dollars in it. Working for Lacey had been a gold mine, until it wasn’t. She remembered that very first year, when she’d been an assistant. That money was money like she’d never dreamed of. Money to buy plane tickets, not that she had the time to take any vacations; or nice shoes, not that she had any place to wear them. Mainly, she bought food—Chipotle lunches she’d have delivered, scarfing them down while watching Netflix documentaries next to a napping Eloise. Things got tight . . . When? Getting her own bank account, obviously, without Jesse’s biweekly paycheck from the Corner Store. No more discounted groceries either. Moving into the Mommune. Cass had done the stupidest things; she didn’t deserve kindness or favors or anything she was currently asking for. She’d been the biggest idiot to ever walk planet Earth, and she knew that. But there was this one, single saving grace: when Lacey had asked her to go in on that house, to formally put her name on it, she’d said she couldn’t. Her one, singular no. It had saved her. Cassandra Morgan’s name was nowhere on that house, and for that, she wanted to hug her two-years-ago self until her eyes popped out. That idiot had done one tiny
            thing right. 
         

         
         But now—eighty-two dollars. That wasn’t going to work. She simultaneously wasn’t sure if she could live with Remy for five
            more minutes, and wasn’t sure how she would ever leave. The way her mom had hugged her, put clean sheets on the bed . . .
            she sure as hell didn’t deserve any of it. 
         

         
         Cass wasn’t sure about her plan. Didn’t know, but didn’t have to know. She did know that she was thirty-one years old and shouldn’t be crashing in her childhood bedroom.
            She did know that she needed a job and couldn’t even work at the soon-to-be-sold Baumhaus, which she hated to admit she’d
            kind of been leaning on. Maybe the new owner wanted a millennial loser with no husband, college degree, or sense of purpose
            to wait tables. 
         

         
         “We don’t have a ton of freelancing need right this minute,” said Luna, snapping her back to the present, and damnit. Her heart sank. Damnit, damnit, damnit—
         

         
         “But you have a kid, right?” she continued. 

         
         “What?” asked Cass, half dazed. “Um. Yeah. A daughter. You gave her a crib, remember? Eloise.” 

         
         “Right! That’s what I thought I remembered. Like Eloise at the Plaza. Most of our writing is done in-house right now, but I do have someone who just left me in a bind and I could really use a
            freelancer to step in until I find a more permanent solution.” 
         

         
         Cass glanced out the window. Eloise was outside with Remy, helping her weed the garden. She was covered in dirt, from her ponytail to her T-shirt, smiling brightly. Footloose, fancy-free. Yes. Like Eloise at the Plaza. 
         

         
         “What’s the project? I can handle anything,” she said, significantly more confidently than she felt. But she knew that was
            what freelance writing was all about. One of the other girls at the Mommune had still been a freelancer, and on any given
            afternoon would be writing about credit scores, tires, and baptism planning, all for different publications with different
            angles. Emylee, she’d said, before spelling it out. E-m-y-l-e-e. Apparently she didn’t mind the spelling, because her twins were Paislee and Gael. Cass wondered where they were now. 
         

         
         “Our Mama Bear quit,” she said. 

         
         “Your what?” 

         
         “You don’t read Dear Mama Bear?” Luna sounded disappointed. “You’d love it. Mama Bear is our parenting advice columnist. She’s
            pregnant, again, which is on brand, I guess. We replaced our Dear Mother Hen writer a few years ago with this new figure, Mama Bear. She’s
            kind of, like, our young, hip parenting expert. You know— Dear Mama Bear, which brand of yogurt is best? Dear Mama Bear, another kid keeps hitting my kid at the playground; what should
               I do?”
         

         
         “A parenting advice columnist,” Cass said slowly. 

         
         “But modern,” Luna rushed in. “You know—gentle parenting? Water without plastics . . . that kind of thing?” 

         
         Cass rubbed her temple. She could feel herself getting a headache. “I know I said I could do anything, but I can’t do that.”
            
         

         
         “Why not?” said Luna breezily. “The Mama Bear before this one didn’t even have kids. She just got it all off Reddit.” 

         
         Why not? A thousand reasons why not. Because she’d been giving parenting advice through a felon for years, and look how that turned
            out. Because in the middle of the night she’d taken her daughter away from the people she knew best. Because she’d ruined
            people’s lives. Because she wasn’t a good mother herself—how the hell could she tell other people how to be one?
         

         
         “I don’t think I should be giving anybody advice,” she said weakly. 

         
         “You’d really be helping me out,” Luna pressed. “I know you, so I know you’re not, like, crazy. You’re not going to ghost
            me, right? Or suddenly sue me for copyright bullshit? It’s a simple column. Weekly. And I can give you four hundred bucks
            a column.” 
         

         
         Four hundred dollars? That would be—

         
         “Fine,” said Luna, before Cass even had time to think. “Five hundred per column—that’s, like, a miracle these days. You should be throwing yourself at my feet with gratitude.”
         

         
         Two thousand dollars a month. That would barely pay rent somewhere, but she could maybe do it while she found something else?
            
         

         
         “It’s anonymous, right?” she said. “Completely?” 

         
         “Completely,” Luna stressed. 

         
         Cass swallowed hard. It was ridiculous. It was insane. It was her only option, and she didn’t know what else to do. 

         
         “I’ll think about it.”
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         Hilary stared at the blank canvas in front of her. 

         
         All she’d ever wanted to do was what she was doing now. Well, partly. Did she love Zooming into homeschool co-ops to teach
            painting class? Not necessarily. Was she obsessed with charging self-published children’s book authors up the wazoo for custom
            illustrations, letting them live in the delusion that their book would magically hit The New York Times bestsellers list and prove all of those editors who had rejected them wrong? Nope. But the time that she got to spend working
            on her own stuff—that was when her heart finally calmed from its typically ridiculous pace to a slow, gentle beat. 
         

         
         Her favorite part of the process wasn’t actually the painting itself. While she did love playing with her blues to make the
            perfect shade, or landing the perfect line, what she really reveled in were the moments where her idea was still a butterfly
            in her mind. Beautiful and soaring, diving across the endless plain of her imagination. Soon enough, she’d have to snatch
            it and nail it to the canvas, tangling it and ripping its wings in the process. But while it was in flight, it was stunning.
            
         

         
         She wanted to do something about loons. She’d been dreaming about them lately. She wasn’t the kind of person to read too much into her dreams—that seeing a snake meant danger, or seeing a peanut butter sandwich meant you were going to die. That was like her mother, who would probably wind up one of those people on EWTN for seeing Mary in her cappuccino foam. Hilary knew exactly why she was dreaming of the black birds. Because every single night as she fell asleep, for the past six months or so, she’d been listening to Life on the Water by Dr. Mason P. Moynihan. 
         

         
         Dr. Mason P. Moynihan was quite possibly Hilary’s favorite person in the world. He was an expert on aquatic birds, held a
            PhD in zoology from the University of Cambridge for his work on ornithology, and was on the advisory board for the Society
            for the Protection of Loons and Other Aquatic Wildlife (SPLOAW). She knew this because of her obsessive reading of his Wikipedia
            page. He also had the most soothing, proper voice that Hilary had ever heard in her life. She knew this because after buying Life on the Water for nineteen bucks, she’d now listened to it seven times through. 
         

         
         Hilary had never, ever been a good sleeper. When she was a kid at sleepovers, she’d almost always be the last person awake, lying wide-eyed while random terrors flittered across her brain and her friends happily, peacefully dozed. The first few times, she’d called Joseph to pick her up—always her dad, who would come without question, versus her mom, who would have expected her to be more independent. Her father always had a soft spot for her, in Hilary’s opinion. He’d show up with a Pop-Tart and a kind smile, driving her home without a single, judgmental word. But her parents did eventually stop allowing her to go to any sleepovers, instead letting her play late at friends’ houses before picking her up and depositing her back in the morning for breakfast so that she didn’t miss any of the fun. 

         
         When she was married to Nathan, that, too, had been an issue. He was a snorer, which wouldn’t have been so bad. But he was
            also a tosser-turner and the world’s deepest sleeper. Whether it was Fiona shrieking that she had to use the bathroom or one
            of the twins throwing up, it was always Hilary who leapt out of bed to care for their needs and tuck them back in. She never
            felt like she could truly fall asleep, because someone might need her at any moment. Remy had once fretted about how hard
            priests had it, because they were on call day and night for their flock. Really? Are they waking up every single night to the needs of children? Hilary had wanted to snap. On call day and night—sounded like a mother, to her. 
         

         
         So now, when the kids were gone every other weekend, a sane person would probably think that she’d sleep like a rock. 

         
         Instead, the opposite had proved true. She’d been divorced for four years, and every time the kids went to Nathan’s, she felt
            a little more anxious. What if he relapsed and drank after they went to bed? What if they were calling to him, and he was
            out cold? Other people’s trauma can be traumatizing, she’d read in a book that she’d checked out from the library. Those and her long strolls, which Fiona had long ago dubbed
            Mom Is Sad Walks, were Hilary’s free version of therapy. 
         

         
         She used to listen to a thunderstorm app on full blast. But she’d bought the loon book because she was trying to read more nonfiction, and she thought she could listen to it while she walked in the mornings. She used to love thrillers and murder mysteries, but her nights alone had ruined anything even slightly scary for her. Unfortunately, Dr. Mason P. Moynihan was so calming that he made her sleepy. That was why she’d had the brilliant idea one day to turn him on at night. 

         
         She was out like a light. 

         
         Now, Hilary only had to set the sleep timer to eight minutes or so. She knew it wouldn’t take longer than that for Dr. Mason
            P. Moynihan to soothe her to sleep, like a baby hearing a lullaby. 
         

         
         So she’d been having loon dreams. Dreams about holding loons, and petting loons, and buying a pet loon to pull around the
            lake on a leash. Last night, she’d dreamed she was a loon—splashing her wings and feet on the surface of the lake, desperately trying to take flight. But she couldn’t. She’d
            molted midwinter, which was why, Dr. Mason P. Moynihan had taught her last night, she was completely flightless for a period
            of two weeks. 
         

         
         Her phone rang, snapping her out of her dreamy butterfly phase. She glanced at it, hoping it wasn’t the kids’ school saying
            someone had thrown up. 
         

         
         It was her sister. 

         
         And while Hilary still had so many questions—Why had Cass left? Why had she come home?—she leaned over and answered it. 
         

         
         

         Erin could feel eyes on her at The Bean. 

         
         Lacey Garrick was all anybody could talk about. Erin had been reading the r/LaceyGarrickSnark page on Reddit all morning. She tried to angle herself to cover her laptop screen, since every other person who walked in stopped by her table and asked her in a fake-sympathetic voice how Cass was doing. Erin may have had her issues with her sister-in-law. But apparently even a Willieg-now-Simon could ingest a bit of that famous Simon loyalty. Erin wasn’t giving these gossip-mongers shit. She’d have preferred to do her scrolling at home, but the painter was there to turn the baby’s room from white to lavender, and she didn’t want to breathe in all of the fumes. 

         
         Erin hadn’t seen Cass since that very first dramatic entrance two days ago. She had texted Remy, asking if she wanted to bring
            Cass over for dinner or something, or if she could swing by. But Remy had said she thought Cass might need space. Erin had, however, seen Hilary’s car outside Remy’s house as she drove past. Typical. Space from Erin, but not space from her actual family. It was the same feeling she got after she’d married Thomas, when Cass had just been Lacey’s assistant. She’d found
            out the Simon sisters had a long text thread where they constantly sent each other funny videos and caught up on gossip. They’d
            never added her to a group chat. Not that it bothered her, she tried to remind herself. But it was such a half-hearted lie,
            she didn’t even finish thinking it before admitting the sting to herself. It had been Cass-and-Hilary, Hilary-and-Cass for
            so long. They simply weren’t looking for another sister to join their coven. 
         

         
         People on the internet were delighted with Lacey’s arrest. It made Erin sick to her stomach. Or maybe that was third-trimester nausea, which she had heard could bubble up right around the thirty-five-week mark. Either way, the fact that someone could cheer about a woman who’d abused her child was awful. Sure, they were saying they were happy that she’d been arrested. But it felt more like an envious smugness, like some kind of self-righteous virtue signaling that they’d been right all along. A told you so that hung its hat on harm done to a scrawny kindergartener. 
         

         
         Still, she couldn’t look away. Every detail she read felt more horrible than the last. The girl, Sophie, had had to escape
            out a window. The neighbor said she’d been emaciated. The 911 phone call had leaked, and the operator choked up as she heard the details.
            Why the hell hadn’t Cass done something? What about Eloise? 
         

         
         Did Erin think that taking your four-year-old child away from her father and completely abandoning your family for two years
            was the right thing to do? Obviously not. But she’d always thought Cass, in some twisted way, was doing it for Eloise. Eloise
            was the center of Cass’s world in a way that Erin could find almost admirable, if she squinted. Erin, who’d wanted to be a
            mother for so long. Erin, who’d three times now had to sit in the cold, bare-walled doctor’s office, hearing an ultrasound
            tech awkwardly tell her to wait just a moment. Erin, who’d let three different babies slip through her fingers before this
            one finally, finally seemed to stick. Sometimes she could resent Hilary, who seemed to simply have wanted to get pregnant
            and became that way and stayed that way. Cass, at least, seemed grateful for the gift she’d been given. 
         

         
         But apparently she’d brought her daughter to some kind of house of horrors. 

         
         Tentatively, Erin searched her sister-in-law’s name on Reddit. Cass Morgan. Cass Simon. Cassandra Morgan. But nothing came up, even though Cass had been featured in plenty of Lacey’s social media posts. She was the shining example of Mommune success: a confident, thriving mother with a beautiful daughter and her whole life ahead of her. She wasn’t an influencer in her own right, like the other Mommune members, but she was still in so many of their photos and reels and captions. Erin wasn’t ashamed to admit that she’d obsessively stalked the other women, squinting and zooming in when she spotted Cass on the peripheries of their posts. 

         
         The Redditors, though, hadn’t torn her to pieces. Not yet. 

         
         “Erin?” 

         
         Erin slammed her laptop shut so hard she winced. Hopefully she hadn’t broken anything. 

         
         “Sorry!” Alyson, one of Thomas’s friends from high school, held her hands up. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.” Everywhere Erin
            went in Port Holcomb, she bumped into someone who’d known Thomas before his voice dropped. 
         

         
         “No, you’re not— I’m sorry,” Erin said quickly. “Just a little jumpy, I guess.” She actually liked Alyson, who worked just down the road at Central
            Bark Doggy Daycare. Even though she always smelled just a bit like wet fur. 
         

         
         Alyson smiled nicely. She didn’t even ask about Cass, which Erin was immensely grateful for. They did the usual How are you guys? Oh, we’re good chitchat of two acquaintances bumping into each other in a coffee shop. They talked over the whir of the cappuccino machine
            about what Erin still needed to do for the nursery (mount the dresser to the wall, for safety) and what her childcare plan
            was (nothing; she’d be staying at home, just like she’d been doing ever since getting pregnant had become her full-time job).
            
         

         
         “Well, I should run,” Alyson said. “Gotta get Jax from my mom’s house.” Erin couldn’t remember if that was her dog or her baby, so she just smiled. Alyson was one of those people who called herself a “dog mom,” announcing that her Labrador had gotten a new sibling when she was pregnant. No, he got a new master, Thomas had pointed out, and he and Erin had cackled over the Instagram post. Erin was mean. Alyson was so sweet. 
         

         
         “See you around,” said Erin. “Come over to meet baby girl once she’s finally here.” 

         
         “I’ll bring you some dinner,” Alyson promised. She wiggled her paper bag. “You’ll have to tell Thomas that I tried a scone.”
            
         

         
         Erin smiled, confused. “What?” 

         
         “Sorry. Dumb joke. I see him in Muskego, on Thursdays when he works from there? We always run into each other at the coffee
            place next to Mason’s babysitter.” Mason was her baby—that was right. Jax was the dog. But wait. What? 
         

         
         “Muskego?” asked Erin. 

         
         “Yeah. When he’s out of the Muskego office? He grabs lunch at The Gingerbread House, and I’m usually grabbing a muffin to
            split with Mason before I pick him up. Thomas literally always has a scone. We give each other crap about needing to branch
            out. Anyway. Good luck with everything, Erin.” 
         

         
         Erin just smiled, and Alyson left, the small bells over the door of The Bean chiming. 

         
         What the hell was Thomas doing in Muskego every Thursday? 

         
         

         Port Holcomb was a small town. Not teensy-tiny. But small. It could feel larger, though, with the swells of tourists in the summer. People loved the long stretches of beach, miles of sand just waiting for children to build castles and dig holes before wading into icy-cold Lake Michigan. And there was of course Lake Holcomb, a much smaller pocket of water, which the Baumhaus boasted as its backyard. All along Main Street there were shops, from Edna Mae’s Antiques to three different pottery shops to Paco’s Tacos, which Hilary had tried a thousand times to explain to her mother was vaguely racist, although Remy didn’t exactly see why. She thought it had something to do with the sombrero logo, or the fact that it was owned by Pete Owens, who’d voted for stronger borders every four years. These were the kinds of things you knew about your neighbors, when you stayed in one place. And Remy had been in Port Holcomb a long, long time. 

         
         This was what Remy was thinking about as she meandered along the marina, walking past the bobbing sailboats and waving to
            Lisa Jenkins-Barrett. Ten years ago she’d been Lisa Jenkins-Albus and when Cass had left she’d been Lisa Jenkins-Mackenzie,
            not that it was any of Remy’s business. 
         

         
         Remy was born-and-bred Port Holcomb. She’d been a toddler here, a little girl here, a rowdy teenager here. But she didn’t
            like to think about those days very much. No, she’d seen one of those meme things on Facebook that said you should parent
            your kids the way you wished you’d been parented, and that was what she’d always tried to do. No use blaming her mother and
            father for all of that nonsense. It had all worked out, hadn’t it? She’d had a good life. She’d had the best husband you could
            imagine for almost forty years. That made up for everything else. 
         

         
         And part of that good life was walking out by the boats most summer afternoons, keeping her balance on the bobbing pier and occasionally feeding the seagulls some day-old Baumhaus fries. She loved this lake. It was one of the few places she hadn’t come much with Joseph; the pier had made him seasick. Remy had always hated things most people loved: books with ribbon bookmarks, scented candles, crisp fall days. But she loved this battered, peeling pier. Maybe she’d buy a boat with the Baumhaus money. Maybe she’d keep it docked at this very pier. 

         
         “Mom.” 

         
         Remy glanced up to see Cass, slightly jogging toward her. 

         
         “Hey, daughter. What are you doing out here?” It was still so odd, seeing Cass, even two days after she’d been back. Like seeing Oprah Winfrey walking around Skipper Bob’s Marina. 
         

         
         “I came to find you. Hilary’s keeping an eye on Eloise for me.” Remy was surprised she’d let the girl out of her sight. “Ginny
            said you usually take a walk here after daily Mass.” 
         

         
         Remy snorted. “Ginny Rogers thinks she knows my schedule, does she?” 

         
         “I mean . . .” Cass gestured around as if to say, Wasn’t she right? 
         

         
         “A girl’s got her habits, I guess.” 

         
         “I was wondering—um. I’m sorry to ask. But could I maybe borrow your car?” Cass asked. She’d had to return the rental, with
            its giant hole from the deer, the day before. 
         

         
         “Sure thing,” said Remy. “Keys are hanging up at the house. On the frog, like always. Where are you going?” 

         
         “I have to go to Target or maybe Walmart,” said Cass, rubbing her hands on her arms. The breeze off the lake could bite. “Eloise doesn’t have anything to wear, really. I only brought a couple of sweaters. She only has one pair of pants.” 

         
         Remy nodded. “Take some cash. I’ve got some on my dresser.” 

         
         “I’ve got it,” Cass said quickly, and there it was—that old flare of no, you don’t that Remy knew so well. If Cass had it, then why didn’t her daughter have pants? If she had it, then why was she calling
            everyone she knew from her brief stint at college for a job? If she had it, then where the hell had she been for two years, and why had she decided to live with some child abuser instead of her own damn husband? 
         

         
         These feelings could flare up in Remy like a tidal wave, knocking the good sense out of her. Before she knew it, she was saying
            things she’d regret. It was like she said: a girl had her habits. 
         

         
         “So that’s still your way, is it?” said Remy. “Turning down help when it’s offered?” 

         
         And, there—there it was. That flash of anger in Cassandra Jane’s eyes, bright blue. 

         
         “Turning down help when it isn’t needed,” she said tightly. 

         
         “Well, you’ll find your way. You always do.” 

         
         “Certainly always had to.” 

         
         Remy barked out a laugh. “Oh, really? That’s why you’re at my house, is it? That’s why you’re borrowing my car, then?” She tried to keep her voice light, but the sentiment would sting, and she knew it. She’d aimed, and she’d fired. Shoot, Remy Toebler! Her maiden name was how she thought of herself when she lost her temper. She couldn’t help it. It was the Toebler curse, from her own family. Patience chased after her but she ran faster. Words flew out of her, no matter how bad she wanted to keep them in. No matter how bad she really wanted to say things she couldn’t. Things like Why? And I missed you. And I’m angry with you. 
         

         
         “Forget the car,” spat Cass. “I’ll Uber.” 

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous, Cassandra Jane. I’m—” 

         
         But the apology died on her tongue, and Cass had turned to go, those stubborn shoulders hunched. The boats knocked against
            the pier, the soft thud reminding Remy of the shaky ground on which she stood.
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         Seventeen-year-old Remy Toebler stared out the window of her father’s Toyota Corolla. She was trying to figure out where,
            exactly, he was taking her. 
         

         
         Five hours ago, her father had shaken her awake. It had been the middle of the night, and her room was pitch dark. Remy, he’d whispered. Remy girl. Wake up. He had a grim look on his face, ignoring her confusion. Her mom was in the corner, not saying a word. There was Remy’s blue
            duffel bag that she’d taken to slumber parties, all packed with her clothes. There was her backpack, with some envelopes and
            stamps in it so she could write home. She was leaving, they said, and no matter how hard she tried to ask questions—Why? Where? How long?—she couldn’t get the words out of her mouth. 
         

         
         They’d driven across almost the entire state, taking I-94 farther north than Remy had ever been. They drove through the Wisconsin Dells, where all the happy, well-adjusted families were eating pizza dipped in ranch dressing and riding on boats. They drove through Black River Falls, with its bluffs and moss clinging to giant boulders. They’d stopped at a truck stop shortly after, eating cheap hot dogs and going to the bathroom. The air felt crisp, and cooler than you’d expect it to be in June. 

         
         Remy and her dad had never been together for so long, and she didn’t say a word to him. Michael Toebler was the proprietor
            of the Baumhaus Supper Club and an usher at Sacred Hearts. He’d been married to Bonnie for eighteen years, and their daughter,
            Remy, was their only child. But she was a stranger to him, and he to her. 
         

         
         Remy’s parents had been expecting one type of child, and they got one that was totally different. That was all there was to
            it. Did she make things easy on them? No, she didn’t. But the way they bit down, and bit down, and bit down—it could make
            a person nauseated. That was how she felt, when she realized her entire life was contained in a ranch-style house in Port
            Holcomb, Wisconsin. The curfews and the restrictions. She couldn’t be out past ten p.m., and she was seventeen years old.
            Who gave a seventeen-year-old a ten p.m. curfew? Most of her friends didn’t even get off work at Frankie’s Custard before
            then. 
         

         
         She was wild. Fine. Never met a rule she didn’t like to break, Principal Oliver had quipped to her mother at her last parent-teacher conference. She’d been that way since she was six
            years old, when she took Mr. MacMahon’s puppy and tried to drop it off at the Port Holcomb Humane Society. He hit that pup;
            she’d seen him do it in his backyard, whacking it across the face when it relieved itself on his gardening shoes. He hit it
            still, even though it was now an old thing, limping around town moping for treats from strangers. He didn’t deserve that dog,
            and Remy wasn’t one to just sit back and relax when people had things they didn’t deserve. 
         

         
         This too: She didn’t have much else. Remy wasn’t pretty like Ashlyn and her friends, and she certainly wasn’t book smart. Her head hurt when she tried to read Charles Dickens, and who the hell could understand him, anyway? She didn’t play sports, and she didn’t show animals at the fair. No, Remy Toebler didn’t have much going for her at all, except for this: She was kind of funny, and she was always down for a good time. Remy would be the girl who tried to buy beer at the Piggly Wiggly. Remy would be the girl who snatched her dad’s car keys after he fell asleep and drove around town, picking up her gaggle of friends. Remy would be the girl who cut class for a day at the beach, shrieking in the waves of Lake Michigan as they splashed her knees, instead of learning geometry. 

         
         So her parents had made the curfew earlier, and smelled her breath, and called her teachers about her attendance. Once, when
            she’d taken the car, her dad had even called Officer Jim. But he was just an old friend of his from high school; he wasn’t
            going to arrest her, only take her to the station and try to scare the shit out of her. But trying to scare the shit out of
            Remy Toebler didn’t tend to work. They should have known that by now. 
         

         
         That was why she made sure to keep her face cold on the long drive, even though this time, she was finally a bit scared. She
            wasn’t going to give her dad the satisfaction. 
         

         
         Only five minutes or so before the border to Minnesota, they turned onto a long dirt road and her father finally spoke to
            her. 
         

         
         “This place will help you, Remy,” he said gruffly. “But nobody can help you if you don’t want to be helped.” Well, I don’t, she said to herself. But she bit it back and swallowed it deep. 
         

         
         The road they drove down was dusty and lined with thick evergreens. There were no buildings or stop signs, no streetlights
            or sidewalks. It felt creepy, alone creepy, out-in-the-middle-of-nowhere creepy. Would she be camping? 
         

         
         They pulled up to what looked almost like a summer camp and got out of the car. Seven or so tents, in a semicircle, with one
            ramshackle-looking main cabin. They walked toward a man who stood waiting. 
         

         
         “Mr. Toebler?” he said. His hair was cut military short, and he wore a faded green shirt with patches sewn on. He winced in
            the sunlight. 
         

         
         Her father nodded. “This is Remy.” 

         
         “I’m Jackson Goeth. We spoke on the phone.” The man whistled at a girl standing nearby, who looked tan and skinny and nervous.
            He gestured toward the duffel bag Michael was holding, and the girl reached out for it wordlessly. 
         

         
         “This can go in my office,” the man said smoothly, and the girl walked away with it. She glanced back to Remy, with a look
            in her eyes Remy couldn’t quite name. “We’ll have to search it first,” he explained to Remy’s dad. “Make sure no contraband
            is brought in.” 
         

         
         “Of course,” said Michael, clearing his throat. They were going to look through her stuff? 

         
         Remy looked around the flat, open space. The sun beat down on them, pooling sweat on the back of her neck.

         
         “Welcome,” Jackson said, “to Camp Horizons.” 

         
         She realized what the look in the girl’s eyes had been trying to say. 

         
         Run.
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         Cass arrived back at Remy’s with three overflowing Target bags. She looked like she’d just hiked a mountain. 

         
         “Success?” said Hilary. She was teaching Eloise how to do melty beads, one of Fiona’s favorite pastimes for years, but after
            she’d lost interest, Hilary still couldn’t bear to throw them away. That little plastic box with all of its colors neatly
            organized had been the bane of her existence; she’d vacuumed up more hot-pink beads than she could possibly count, and keeping
            the twins away from Fiona’s elaborate creations had been nearly impossible. But when she stood in front of the art cart with
            that giant garbage bag, something in her had frozen. 
         

         
         Now she was grateful she’d kept it all. When Cass had asked her to watch Eloise for an hour or two, it felt like a test. Cass
            had never really trusted her with Eloise before. Hilary knew it would be easier to hang out with a six-year-old she barely
            knew if they had some kind of craft to do. And crafts seemed like a Cass-approved thing. 
         

         
         It was wild, really, when she thought about how many lives her sister had lived in her thirty-one years. Until Cass started dating Jesse, she’d been the wild one and Hilary had been known for being straitlaced. She hadn’t been a total fuckup; she’d never been arrested or anything like that. Hilary
            knew her mom had been a bit of a terror as a high schooler and been sent to one of those freaky wilderness camps for delinquents,
            so she was always curious why Remy had been such a footloose mom. Or maybe that was why. Either way, none of the three Simon children had ever been grounded or even had so much as a curfew. 
         

         
         But after Cass pretty much came home from a party and announced she was in love with Jesse Morgan, that was that. She was
            on the straight and narrow. She went to exactly two years of community college before dropping out and spending most of her
            time waiting tables at the Baumhaus. When Jesse put a ring on it, she got pregnant approximately five seconds later, and then—
         

         
         Hilary loved her niece. Of course she did. Even spending the afternoon with her after not seeing her for two years, she could already tell that Eloise was a
            bright, silly girl. She reminded her a lot of Fiona, if a bit quieter. She was sweet and had good manners and even sang the
            ABC’s while she washed her hands, unlike Hilary’s boys, who she frequently caught turning the faucet on and off without even
            running their hands under the water. But it was hard to deny that once Eloise had appeared, even in utero, Cass’s troubles
            seemed to start. 
         

         
         “Success,” Cass confirmed. “Man, Target is cheap. I got, like, three pairs of leggings for fifteen bucks.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but they’re going to rip in a week,” pointed out Hilary. Eloise was currently wearing a shirt from a brand Hilary recognized from social media but had never splurged on herself—organic, neutral-colored, hand-wash only. And about a billion dollars. How had Cass gone from buying that to having Cat & Jack shopping sprees? 
         

         
         “I stopped at the Sacred Hearts Cemetery on my way back,” said Cass. “I saw . . .” 

         
         Hilary nodded. The grave still looked fresh. It had only been a few months, after all. 

         
         “Okay—question,” Cass said.

         
         “I know what you’re going to ask.” 

         
         “Why on earth does Mom already have a plot and gravestone?” It had been right next to their dad’s. Remy Simon, with only her birth year carved on it and a hyphen. 1963 until when? It was creepy. 
         

         
         “She said spots were going, and she didn’t want to wind up over with the Protestants at Resurrection,” said Hilary with an
            eye roll. 
         

         
         Cass hadn’t even known what to do. She’d just stood there, in front of the place her dad was buried. She couldn’t talk to
            him, and even if she could, what would she say? A thousand apologies wouldn’t be enough. A lifetime of apologies. She’d hurried
            back to the car, her heart pounding. 
         

         
         “Look, Mommy,” said Eloise, holding out her creation proudly. “It’s a turtle.” 

         
         Cass leaned down and kissed her on the head. “It’s beautiful. What’s its name?” 

         
         “Slowpoke,” she said promptly, making Hilary and Cass chuckle. 

         
         “What a perfect name for a turtle,” proclaimed Hilary. 

         
         “I’m going to give it to Sophie,” said Eloise, “when we go home.” 

         
         And with that, the air left the room. Hilary could hear the way the wind whipped around the trees outside, loudly, as if there
            were a rushing waterfall in Remy’s backyard. It was a blustery spring day, the kind that felt like something out of a storybook.
            
         

         
         Cass glanced out the window. “Eloise, why don’t you go put Slowpoke away in our room and then read in bed for a bit? Your
            book is right next to the bed. It’s good for our bodies to get some rest, right?” 
         

         
         Eloise skipped off to the room, humming, running her fingers over the purple-beaded turtle. 

         
         When she shut the door, Cass finally looked right at her sister. 

         
         “We can’t go back,” she said. “Obviously. Not that we’d want to. I don’t know how to tell her that.” 

         
         “What happened, Cass?” Hilary asked softly. The last time she’d asked, two days ago, Cass had said she’d explain more later.
            Waved the question away. But now, she sat at the kitchen table and put her head in her hands. They sat in the quiet for a
            minute, and Hilary gave her time. 
         

         
         “It started out fine,” Cass said. “Better than fine. It was so nice, Hilary, living with all these women. It really was.” Okay. Hilary could understand that. Not her cup of tea, but she could wrap her head around it, at least. “Everyone understood each other. One time I got sick, and instead of me having to get out of bed anyway and take care of Eloise and vacuum and make dinner, Lacey and another mom took her to the park. They made me chicken noodle soup from scratch. It was like—being cared for, in a way . . .” 

         
         Hilary desperately wanted to jump in—to insist that of course Jesse would have done that for her, of course Jesse understood
            her. But Hilary had learned long ago that you didn’t know another person’s marriage. It didn’t matter if that person was your
            very own flesh and blood—your marriage was a secret, hidden from the rest of the world. A language only you could interpret.
            Besides, she wanted Cass to keep talking. 
         

         
         “It was just . . . good,” she said, sounding miserable. “Until it wasn’t. And I was good at it, until I wasn’t. It’s hard to explain. Lacey had a lot of rules. A lot of . . . you know, she called them boundaries, but they started
            to feel like laws. And she was raising her daughter in this really specific way—” 
         

         
         At this, Hilary couldn’t help butting in. “A really abusive way, it sounds like.” 

         
         “I mean. Yeah. But I didn’t know that part. I only knew that she was . . . Well, I didn’t know much at all.” Hilary wasn’t
            sure she believed Cass entirely, but she let her keep going. “I just knew it wasn’t for us anymore, okay? I listened to my
            instincts. And thank God I did. Look what happened.” 
         

         
         Hilary cleared her throat. “It—it makes sense to me. Kind of.” 

         
         “It does?” said Cass hopefully. 

         
         “Parts of it,” said Hilary, as tenderly as she could. “After Nathan . . . after all of that, all I wanted was someone to take
            care of me like that. And don’t get me wrong. Mom and Dad tried.” 
         

         
         “I tried.” 
         

         
         “I know you did. But it’s hard to need help and accept help and—I mean, you know that, right? That’s how you were with Eloise. So maybe that’s what I don’t get. That I feel like we wanted to help, but you didn’t want our help, and then you got it from strangers. And cut us off.” 
         

         
         Cass sighed. “It’s more complicated than that.” 

         
         “I’m sure it is.” 

         
         “I’m trying now.” 
         

         
         “I know.” 

         
         Cass laid her head all the way down on the table and closed her eyes. Hilary wanted to reach over and push her hair from her
            face. 
         

         
         “I’m glad you’re back,” said Hilary quietly. “And it sounds like you came back at just the right time. She’s a dangerous person.
            You’re not—you’re not in contact with anyone from the Mommune, right?”
         

         
         “No,” said Cass. “I wasn’t one of Lacey’s prison calls, for God’s sake.”
         

         
         “You seen Jesse yet?” Hilary asked carefully. She had to tread lightly here. But Hilary was Team Jesse. She always had been.
            She’d liked that kid ever since she’d seen him at his parents’ Corner Store, calmly sorting the candy. He and Thomas had been
            inseparable growing up, and she knew they still got together sometimes. Out of some weird loyalty to Cass, though, she shopped
            at the Piggly Wiggly. 
         

         
         Cass stared out the window. “He sees Eloise. Once a month. Said if I didn’t let him, he’d call the police on me. Like, what the hell? He was probably bluffing, but I didn’t want to find out. And Eloise adores him. So on the first
            Saturday of every month, we were meeting halfway so he could have lunch with her. I haven’t seen him since . . . that. A few
            weeks ago.” 
         

         
          Hilary nodded. “Okay. Maybe—maybe you need to talk to him. And you could tell all of this to Mom, huh? And maybe Erin and Thomas? They were worried about you for a long time.” 

         
         “I should. I took Mom’s head off this morning.”

         
         “Toebler curse?” asked Hilary. Shorthand for snapping at somebody when you knew better than to think it would help. Her mom
            had insisted it was genetic, like their blue eyes or double-jointed thumbs. 
         

         
         “Toebler curse. She’s just so . . . Mom. The same.” 
         

         
         “Cass,” said Hilary, attempting to hold on to her patience, tightly, “I love you. But you took off for two years. You missed
            Dad’s funeral. And she’s welcomed you back with open arms. Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh toward her?” As usual, Hilary didn’t add, but wanted to. 
         

         
         But at that moment, Eloise burst into the room, needing help with the word thoughtfully. And Hilary realized afterward, when Cass picked her up and carried her back to bed, saying she’d lie with her for a while,
            that she’d never responded to her question. 
         

         
         

         The Baumhaus Supper Club had been a staple in Port Holcomb, Wisconsin, since 1949. George, Matthew, and Luke Toebler, Remy’s grandfather and his brothers, had built it with their own six hands. George had bought the land with money he’d won in a poker game. The floor was built with flagstone pavers from the local quarry, and the walls were made from the timber of Norway pines. It was sturdy and firm. George ran the place while Matthew cooked and Luke tended bar. It was a classic supper club—prime rib night on Thursdays, fish fry on Fridays. Kevin Quimby used to play the piano in the corner, before they switched to a jukebox and now some updated sound system Joseph had paid way too much for a few years back. But the essence was the same—a cocktail in the bar, supper around the table with your family and friends. A supper club felt like you were being invited into someone’s home. You’d be greeted with a breadbasket and relish tray, the same way you’d have out a bowl of chips or a platter of summer sausage when guests came to your home. Nobody waved a bill under your nose either, if you spent half the night taking up a table. You were welcome at places like the Baumhaus. You could stay as long as you’d like. 
         

         
         Remy took over in her late twenties, just after her mother died. She’d been a staple behind the bar. Everyone knew her name,
            and knew she poured her drinks strong. (The “Remy pour” was a phrase well-known among Port Holcombians.) Joseph had been a
            softer presence, but there in all the ways that mattered. He was the one who made sure things were up to health code and that
            they were never low on cocktail napkins or pearl onions. If Remy Simon was the leaves of the Baumhaus, the colorful part that
            everyone admired, Joseph Simon was the trunk, the part that actually held the thing together. And the customers, the clientele
            who’d been coming to the Baumhaus for years and years, for every post-baptism party or graduation celebration their family
            ever had, were the roots. 
         

         
         There were few true crisis moments that Cass remembered since she and the Baumhaus had both been alive. Her dad was so meticulously organized, they simply didn’t have many hiccups. But every restaurant, no matter the owner, was going to have bumps in the road. It was the nature of the beast. And so that was what happened on the morning of Mother’s Day, 2009. 

         
         Cass had been sent back to open the giant tub of Mabel’s Bloody Mary Mix (named after her great-great-grandmother, who’d invented
            the recipe) they kept in the basement freezer. She was in high school then—in fact, it was probably just before A. J. Hommen’s
            bonfire party, where the trajectory of her life skyrocketed in a different direction. 
         

         
         But that Mother’s Day, she made a terrible discovery. She didn’t know when it had happened. She didn’t know if it was while
            it was being made by her mother, or after it had been sealed, or if somehow the insects had decided to go on some Antarctica-esque
            expedition. But there in the tub were at least a hundred ants, their dead little corpses floating across the top. 
         

         
         Cassandra Jane Simon was a girl raised in Wisconsin; she was not afraid of bugs and never had been. But seeing them all doused
            in V8 and pickle juice and brown sugar? It turned her stomach. The thought of sipping a drink with those tiny little dots
            in it made her want to hurl. 
         

         
         She hurried back upstairs, where her dad was going over the mile-long reservations list with whoever head of house had been
            at that time. Oliver something-or-other; it didn’t matter. She told Joseph about the mix, and his face went ashy. Mother’s
            Day in most of the country might have meant mimosas but Mother’s Day in Wisconsin meant Bloody Marys, and a supper club without
            Bloody Mary mix on this particular morning in May was like a loon on a dirt road. It just didn’t add up. 
         

         
         But even then, Joseph collected himself and solved the problem. Shoved the Baumhaus credit card into Cass’s hand and told her to go buy every bottle of Bloody Mary mix both the Piggly Wiggly and the Corner Store had. All day long, the waiters were having to apologize that they didn’t actually have the famous Mabel’s Baumhaus Bloody. Unfortunately, they’d had a supply chain issue. Terribly sorry, but you know how these things are. They did have regular Bloody Marys, though, and they were mighty delicious when paired with a bacon caramel Dutch baby. 
         

         
         Cass wasn’t a waitress yet. She was still a bus girl; she wiped down tables and brought dirty plates to the dishwashers and
            smiled, responding “oh, just fine” when people asked how she was doing. She had a slight headache from too many 99 Bananas
            shots at Clara Schaefer’s party the night before. 
         

         
         “We lied,” she’d pointed out that night, as her exhausted dad stumbled through the front door. Mother’s Day was always a brutal
            beast. Her own mother was still at the supper club, closing the bar. They usually tried to celebrate the next day; the Baumhaus
            was closed Mondays. But Remy’s idea of celebrating mostly meant sleeping. When Cass was a little kid and used to make her
            Mother’s Day cards, she’d find them balled up in the trash a couple of days later. 
         

         
         “What?” 

         
         “The Bloody Marys. It wasn’t a ‘supply chain’ issue. That was so gross. How did that even happen?” 
         

         
         “No idea,” said her dad, rubbing his forehead. “I checked to make sure the fridge was shutting all right, and sprayed around the basement . . . I mean, we should be fine. I haven’t seen any bugs anywhere else. None in the kitchen, and that’s the important thing. That’s where the health codes kick in, anyway.” 

         
          Cass nodded. The last thing they needed was a reputation for being dirty, especially when her mom and dad were so painstaking
            about cleanliness. She’d rather eat off the floor of the Baumhaus than off a plate in her own kitchen. 
         

         
         “And we didn’t lie,” her dad said smoothly. “Our supply had . . . an issue. Don’t need to give extra detail.” 
         

         
         Cass shrugged. Made sense. 

         
         “The thing to remember, Cassandra Jane,” Joseph had said that day, stretching toward the sky, “is that sometimes, the less
            you say, the better. The details can be poison.” 
         

         
         

         Erin was sitting at the kitchen table when Thomas came home. 

         
         He looked tired, but she didn’t feel bad. Thomas was always tired. Perfect Thomas Simon, Joseph and Remy’s boy, shame about
            the Baumhaus but a boy like that was too smart to run a supper club, wasn’t he? Thomas Simon at the top of his class; Thomas
            Simon JD, of Lawton and Bishop Law Firm; Thomas Simon, who had been lying to his wife every single week for God knows how long. 

         
         Erin was not a girl who trusted people. She had learned long ago that most people in this world were looking out for themselves,
            and she didn’t really give a shit how cynical that made her sound. Her dad—a therapist would have a field day with that one.
            Her dad, who yelled swear words at her mom, also said some important things. You need to look out for yourself, Erin, he’d said, when she’d asked for forty-two bucks for gas when her manager at Culver’s had misplaced the paychecks and told them they were all going to be a day late because he had to get them reprocessed. Nobody around here is handing out golden tickets for life. 
         

         
         But Thomas . . . If anything had seemed like a safe bet in her life, he was it. Thomas in that soft gray hoodie that first
            day of law school. Tapping his fingers on his laptop keys when he got anxious. 
         

         
         They’d had a rocky go of it in some ways. It had been a lot, sure. The first miscarriage, with that awful ultrasound nurse
            practitioner—You’re so young. You’ve got time. What a thing to say to someone. The second one. Cass leaving, which upset Thomas so much. So much, and Erin didn’t even fully understand why, since his sisters seemed to drive him bonkers most of the time. The third miscarriage:
            She didn’t like to think about that one. It made her nauseated. And then Joseph’s cancer, so quick and sudden and awful. 
         

         
         But, she’d thought, better to get the bumps out early. A lot of people had chaotic newlywed years. Now, they could finally
            find some kind of solid footing. They were pregnant, and the Baumhaus and all its whiskey-soaked ghosts would soon become
            a memory. It was time for a new chapter, Remy had explained, and honestly, Erin couldn’t agree more. 
         

         
         But Cass was home, and Alyson had tried a scone. 

         
         “Hey.” He yawned. Literally yawned. Really tired, then. Erin didn’t say a word. 
         

         
         He put down his backpack—Erin had tried to convince him a thousand times to get a briefcase. He looked ridiculous with that
            backpack. It was his North Face one from UW, for God’s sake. He sat down to take his shoes off, and she patiently stared at
            him. 
         

         
         He glanced back up. 

         
         “I said hey,” he said. “You awake in there?” 

         
         She blinked. Calm, dignified grace, she reminded herself. That’s how she was going to handle this. Calm, dignified grace.
            
         

         
         “Why are you in Muskego on Thursdays?” 

         
         He froze, one shoe half untied. And that, more than anything, shattered Erin’s heart. Because if Alyson had inhaled too much
            dog shampoo at Central Bark, he would have said what? all confused. If Alyson had made up some psychotic lie for Lord knew what reason, he’d ask questions. But this—this was him thinking. This was him in lawyer mode. 
         

         
         “I’m not,” he said carefully. 

         
         “Bullshit!” Erin slammed her hand down on the table, and he jumped like a kicked puppy. Calm, dignified grace had flown out
            the window. It was zipping down Lake Michigan in Joseph’s old speedboat, the one that went so fast you had to literally hold
            on to your hat. 
         

         
         “I—I don’t—” He stumbled. 

         
         “I ran into Alyson at The Bean,” she said, with as much vitriol as she could muster. She said Alyson the way you might say Adolf Hitler. Poor Alyson. This wasn’t her fault. She was trying to be nice, saying hi to Erin and not even bringing up Cass. She was
            an innocent bystander, but then again, innocent bystanders were always the ones getting spat on. 
         

         
         “Alyson who?” 

         
         “Thomas, shut the hell up,” she snapped. 

         
         He looked around as if someone were going to burst in and save him. Remy, maybe. Or one of his sisters. Erin could often forget that he was actually the youngest Simon, but in moments like this, as he seemed to be silently begging someone to bail him out, it shined clearly as the sun. 

         
         This was really bad. She’d still been holding out a little hope—that maybe there was a new office she hadn’t heard about, or maybe he’d picked
            up an embarrassing new hobby like bird-watching or scrapbooking and Muskego was where his club met. Hell, maybe he got fired and that was where he was sending job applications from. Maybe he was working there! Starting a new life as a barista! Did
            you even call guys who made coffee baristas, or was that just girls? Either way, it clearly wasn’t that. It was clearly much,
            much worse. It was clearly her worst nightmare come true. It was clearly all a lie, and it was clearly—
         

         
         “I’m seeing a therapist,” he said quietly. 

         
         “You’re what?” A therapist, of all people? Not a hot young personal trainer, or a soccer mom, or a girl from the firm? How Freudian. “You’re
            dating a therapist?” 
         

         
         “No! Jesus, Erin, what?” There was the confusion. “Dating a— No, I’m seeing a therapist. As in, going to one. As in, I’m a client.” 
         

         
         “You’re—you’re seeing a therapist?” 

         
         “You thought I was cheating on you?!” 
         

         
         “And you didn’t tell me?” 
         

         
         “What kind of asshole do you think I am?” 
         

         
         They were having two different fights as they yelled over each other. 

         
         “Okay. Okay, stop,” he said, holding up his hands. “Erin, oh my God. I would never cheat on you. I go Thursday afternoons. Some guy I found on LinkedIn. I just—didn’t want to tell you. Which
            was maybe stupid, but—” 
         

         
         “It was extremely stupid,” she said tightly. “Why—I mean, how could—I mean. I don’t know what I mean.” 

         
         “He takes our insurance,” Thomas said, defensively. And that ticked her off, because it wasn’t about the money. They had plenty
            of money. It was a classic Thomas move, to make this about something it wasn’t. To deflect and make Erin the irrational one.
            When had she ever cared about the money? 
         

         
         “What do you even talk about?” She couldn’t help it, but there it was. Thomas, at a shrink? Thomas, lying on some couch, staring at the ceiling and sharing
            his feelings? Talking about—what, exactly? He had no childhood issues. Thomas had been a golden boy his whole goddamn life. Maybe his dad had been a little hard on him,
            but his mother worshipped the ground he walked on. Remy still told people his ACT score when she had too much to drink. 
         

         
         Erin knew she was being mean. Therapy was a good thing. Mental health awareness—she’d worn a green ribbon in law school the
            entire month of May! She’d done her part! But come on. Erin was the one with the dad who threw shit. She was the one who’d lied to the school social worker when they asked how
            she got the cut on her temple that time he’d had bad aim. Joseph didn’t even kill spiders; he got them to tiptoe onto magazines
            before walking them outside like their armed security detail. 
         

         
         Thomas narrowed his eyes. “This is why I didn’t tell you.” He angrily kicked his shoe the rest of the way off, and the other
            one, too. No calmly lining them up by the front door like usual. 
         

         
         “Because I’d ask an innocent question?” She should calm down. This much stress probably wasn’t good for the baby. 

         
         “Because you’d be so judgmental. Like always.” 

         
         “Like always?!” How many fights in the history of marriages had started with like always? Those were poisonous words. 
         

         
         “My dad died, Erin. Remember that? And work has been a lot, okay? And I’m trying to support you, and there’s . . . I don’t know. I’m affected by stuff. Stuff you and I never talk about.” 
         

         
         “Like what? We talk about everything!” 

         
         He shook his head. “No, we don’t. Like . . .” 

         
         “Like what?” 
         

         
         “You want to know? You want to know like what?” Oh, there it was. What did Remy call it? The Toebler curse. Thomas was about to say something he’d regret. Bring it on.
            
         

         
         “Maybe I do!” she practically shrieked. They sounded like Hilary’s twins going at it. 

         
         “Like our three dead kids,” he practically spat at her. 

         
         The air—

         
         Went—

         
         “Erin,” he said. He knew. He knew right away, before it was out of his mouth. The regret broke over him like a wave. Her very
            own Thomas. “Erin, I—” 
         

         
         She turned and walked upstairs. She didn’t run. She didn’t say anything. 

         
         “Wait,” he called. “I’m sorry. Oh my God.” Now he was crying. He was crying, and she wasn’t. 

         
         She went in the guest room and shut the door, locking it. She went into its walk-in closet, empty except for the three random sleeping bags they kept in there. She and Thomas weren’t the camping type; she didn’t even know how they’d wound up with three sleeping bags. Nice ones, too, from REI. They’d had nowhere else to put them but this giant, empty closet. They didn’t need a guest room. Her family had never come to visit. 

         
         “Erin,” she could hear him calling. 

         
         She pushed her face against the cold, crinkly sleeping bag material. It felt so good on her cheek. She loved that stupid little
            closet, that haven. 
         

         
         “Erin,” Thomas was still calling. “Erin.”
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         Erin needed a Spindrift. 

         
         To be more specific, Erin needed a grapefruit Spindrift. 
         

         
         It was the only thing she could keep down, and the only thing that didn’t sound absolutely disgusting. She was thankful for
            every hurl into the toilet, though. Still pregnant, she said to herself every time she clutched the porcelain rim of a toilet. Still. 

         
         She didn’t necessarily know if that was true, but she knew that the last time she was pregnant, the first day she didn’t feel
            like throwing up was the day of her first ultrasound. Six weeks, and no heartbeat. That was the moment when she realized that
            being pregnant was a temporary state. It wasn’t a cause for joy; it was a cause for terror, and you had to be constantly on
            alert. Even though her OB had insisted there was nothing she could have done, nothing she did wrong, Erin was sure the dehydration hadn’t helped. Enter: her grapefruit Spindrift obsession. 
         

         
         Luckily, Remy had a Costco membership. There was one all the way in Pewaukee, and her mother-in-law had stopped and bought Erin a giant case of the stuff every three days since learning about the new grandbaby. Things like that made her appreciate Remy so much, who was kind to Erin in a way her own mother never had been and never would be. Erin was swinging by to grab it on a March afternoon, the kind of springtime day where you remembered what it felt like to not be hit with a wall of ice air every time you left the house. 

         
         Erin actually hated that Remy knew about the pregnancy. They hadn’t told anybody the first two times around, and she was grateful
            afterward, when they didn’t have to tell anyone about the loss. She could squeeze her eyes shut and pretend that she’d never
            been pregnant. Thomas wanted to tell his family, but she hadn’t let him. This time around, though, she’d found out just two
            weeks before Joseph’s huge sixtieth birthday party. The drinking thing; the cocktails would be flowing and there was no way
            to avoid it. No matter the fact that Hilary’s ex-husband was back in rehab, that maybe the drinking they’d all considered
            normal was a bit excessive. She had a plan with Thomas when they pulled up—she wasn’t feeling well, they’d say, which was true. But a young married
            woman who wasn’t drinking, who had to throw up halfway through the celebration? She might as well have worn a maternity shirt
            and been pushing a stroller. 
         

         
         Besides, everyone was so happy for them. Nobody realized that being pregnant didn’t necessarily translate into having a baby. Eloise was a smiley preschooler, and Cass burst out that she’d be a big cousin without even asking Erin if she should tell
            her yet. 
         

         
         So now, if anything went wrong, it wasn’t just Thomas she’d be letting down. It was his whole damn family, all eight million of them. 

         
         “Sleeping any better?” Remy asked with a wince. It was one area where they could connect. Hilary and Cass had had easy-breezy
            pregnancies; even with Hilary’s twins, she’d never so much as thrown up. Remy, however, had plenty of horror stories, including
            once with Thomas where she’d thrown up while driving to the grocery store with the two girls screaming in the back seat. 
         

         
         “So-so,” Erin said. “It would help if I didn’t sleep next to a chain saw.” 

         
         Remy chortled. “Just like his father.” 

         
         “Hey,” called Cass as she suddenly walked in, Eloise perched on her hip and a glass pan in her hands. 

         
         “Cass!” Remy said. “What a pleasant surprise.” 

         
         “I come bearing good news, and the pan you left last weekend.” 

         
         “Oh, I have a million of these,” said Remy, taking the 9 x 13. “You could have kept it.”

         
         “Well, I wanted to tell you something in person. Where’s Dad?”

         
         “Is that Cassandra Jane? She better have my . . . Eloise!” Joseph sang out, coming into the kitchen. Erin’s niece squealed
            with joy, reaching out for her papa as he took her and swung her into the air. 
         

         
         “What’s the good news?” asked Erin, cracking open a Spindrift and handing it to Cass. 

         
         “Thank you kindly,” she said, taking a long swig. “You are looking”—she gave a dramatic twirl, as if her denim cutoffs and Milwaukee Brewers tank top were an elegant ball gown—“at an employed woman!” 

         
         Silence. 

         
         A Simon silence was always so loud, especially when it came from Remy.

         
         Erin was surprised. Really surprised. It’s not like Cass wasn’t smart or capable. But she’d never really been . . . well, the employed type. If there
            was such a thing. She waited a lot of tables at the Baumhaus. She’d been a lifeguard at the beach for a while in high school,
            apparently. And then she dropped out of college and tended bar for her parents, without a license, not that it mattered to
            anyone in Port Holcomb. She occasionally helped stock shelves at the Corner Store. Ever since having Eloise, Cass had simply
            thrown herself into being a mom. She’d said over and over again that it was all she ever wanted to do. And Erin had to admit,
            she was good at it. Erin had learned all kinds of new phrases, like kindergarten readiness and sensory bins. Cass actually seemed to enjoy toting Eloise around to the zoo and the playground, always keeping a watchful eye, always
            keeping a hand on her on the zoo carousel. But she also seemed stressed out pretty consistently. How was she going to add
            something else to her plate?
         

         
          “What?” asked Remy, her eyebrows crinkled. Joseph was calm. He was always calm. Cass could have said that she’d decided to
            become a Vegas showgirl and he would have nodded calmly before responding. It reminded Erin of Thomas. 
         

         
         “I got a job,” said Cass. “Only fifteen hours a week and from home. It’s perfect. I can do it while the little lady has quiet
            time.” 
         

         
         “What sort of job?” asked Joseph. 

         
         At this, Cass turned to Erin. “Do you follow Lacey Garrick online?” Erin shook her head. “Oh my gosh—she’s my favorite. I’m,
            like, obsessed with her. She’s a mom influencer. You should follow her, now that you’re joining our ranks.” As if motherhood
            were a prize Erin had finally earned. It made her want to roll her eyes. But also, she did like stalking a few online moms.
            The one who made cereal from scratch—her voice was so soothing. 
         

         
         “You’re working for an internet girl?” said Remy. She sounded like she was trying to keep her voice neutral, and failing.
            
         

         
         “She’s a content creator, not an ‘internet girl.’ Geez. I’m going to be her assistant,” Cass explained. “She lives in North Harbor. She needs help
            with filming, responding to her fans, content writing—that kind of thing. It’s perfect. She’s basically everything I want
            to be.” 
         

         
         “Everything you want to be,” Remy repeated flatly. 

         
         “You know,” said Cass, waving a hand full of chipped nail polish. “Cozy house. Spotless cozy house. All of these enrichment activities for her daughter. Just . . . has it together, you know?”
         

         
         Joseph nodded thoughtfully. “And she pays well?” 

         
         “More than I make in tips on a busy Friday at the Baumhaus. No offense.” 

         
         “Benefits?” asked Joseph. 

         
         “Dad, it’s fifteen hours a week. Besides, we get Jesse’s benefits.” Jesse, who managed a grocery store, Erin thought. She then felt a wave of guilt hit her. What kind of brat was she? Married to a lawyer and now she thought she was something? There was nothing wrong with grocery stores. Besides, they had great doughnuts, even though the thought of a sugary carb right now made her stomach turn. And Erin was a dropout, just like Cass. She’d only made it through two years of law school. She was in no place to judge. 

         
         “I think it’s awesome,” said Erin. “Working in your spare hours . . . kind of the dream, right?” 

         
         “Totally,” said Cass, beaming. 

         
         “You could have picked up some hours at the supper club if you needed cash,” said Remy. 

         
         Cass smiled tightly. “It’s not just about needing cash, Mom. It’s about . . . having something to do. Besides, I can’t bring
            Eloise to the Baumhaus.” 
         

         
         “Carry her on your back while you wait tables,” Erin joked. 

         
         “And spill cocktails on her Hanna Andersson dresses? Never,” said Cass in mock horror. 

         
         “You could get childcare, like the rest of the known world,” said Remy. Her voice was joking-not-joking, the quiet sting of
            lightness covering a sharper knife. “You loved going to Miss Debbie’s. Or leave her with her grandma now and then. Remember
            me? She could use some socialization.” 
         

         
         “She sees her cousins all the time, Mom,” said Cass, starting to sound annoyed. 

         
         “Well. Pray about it, maybe.” Remy’s favorite way of making her disapproval known: invoking the Man upstairs. 

         
         “I already accepted. I thought you’d be happy.”
         

         
         Erin hoisted up her box of Spindrift. She’d seen enough fights among the Simon women to know when to scram. 

         
         “Aunt Erin’s leaving?” Eloise asked. Erin leaned over and plopped a kiss on her forehead. She inhaled the scent of her strawberry children’s shampoo; not the generic kind on the shelves at the Corner Store but the fancy organic stuff Cass had imported. It would be good for Cass to have a job of some kind. Everyone needed to have something to do. 

         
         

         “Do you think I should get a job?” Erin said that night, as she and Thomas lay in bed. She’d been scrolling her phone and
            stalking Lacey Garrick. Cute hair, aesthetically pleasing kitchen. Sort of like a prom queen, but reheated in the microwave
            ten years later. 
         

         
         “What?” he asked groggily. 

         
         “A job.”

         
         He rolled over to face her. “This feels like a daytime conversation.” Erin knew one of Thomas’s greatest pet peeves was that
            she tended to wait until they were in sweats, lying in bed, just about to fall asleep, before bringing up things like Do you ever wonder what life would be like if we hadn’t gotten married? Or Do you think I made the right decision by dropping out of law school? 
         

         
         “Sorry,” she said quietly. “Your sister got a job.” 

         
         “I know. You told me. Three times.” He smiled at her sleepily. “It will be good for her, Erin. Cass thrives on structure, and besides, she needs something to obsess over besides Eloise. I get the feeling
            she’s driving Jesse kind of batshit.” That was exactly the kind of thing Thomas was allowed to say but Erin wasn’t. 
         

         
         “Maybe I thrive on structure.” 
         

         
         “Maybe,” he agreed. “But I thought you said you wanted to be home with the baby for the first year, at least.” 

         
         “I don’t know,” she said, running her hands over her stomach. Stay in there, little bean, she thought for the millionth time. 

         
         “Well, it’s up to you,” he said. “I don’t think you should get a job just because my sister got one. But if you really want
            to work, we’ll figure it out.” 
         

         
         “You need a paralegal?” Erin asked, half joking. 

         
         Thomas smirked, leaning over and kissing her. “Someone to . . . file my briefs?” 

         
         “Thomas.” Erin cracked up. His attempts to make lawyer lingo sound dirty never ceased to make her cackle. She pushed him away,
            but only half-heartedly. He didn’t turn over, and she didn’t want him to. 
         

         
         

         Here’s what a person had to understand: a girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon was able to compartmentalize. 

         
         A girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon could show up at an ultrasound appointment, alone, because her husband had a client. Her
            husband had so many clients. That’s how she could afford the Lululemon joggers she was wearing as she lay down on the table,
            as she said a quick prayer to the God Thomas believed in—though she thought the jury was still out. A girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon
            could lean back and open her legs, could here comes the cold, just relax as the ultrasound tech with the sparrow tattoo on her forearm pushed something inside her. She could stare at the ceiling,
            waiting, lying in the endless silence, the agonizing pause, the soft inhale, exhale of the tech, the please wait here. 
         

         
         A girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon could sit up and dangle her legs from the table. She could breathe calmly as the OB came in quietly, could nod along while she said things like no heartbeat and stopped developing and I’m so sorry for your loss. She could shake her head when asked if she had a ride home, because a girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon could drive herself
            home. 
         

         
         A girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon could push through the pain. She could get her own prescriptions, get herself home, take
            the pills in her bedroom and wait, and wait, and wait. 
         

         
         And when the bleeding came—the lightning-bolt pain she had twice before felt, ripping through her body, shoving her insides
            through a meat grinder—a girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon could lean against the bathroom wall, pushing her cheek against
            the fancy Spanish tile of the shower. 
         

         
         “Erin?” Thomas called, coming home. “Erin?” 

         
         There’s pounding on the door, but a girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon could focus in and block it out. She could do this. 

         
         “Erin!” Thomas yelled. “Erin!”
         

         
         But here’s the other thing about a girl like Erin Willieg-now-Simon: she couldn’t get a job. Clearly, she couldn’t manage
            the job she had. Everything she touched turned to failure. Every hope she permitted scorched into ash. 
         

         
         A few months later, Cass was gone. 
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         Cass stared at the blinking cursor in front of her. 

         
         Her first column for The Hive was due in exactly six hours, and she had absolutely no idea what to write. In fact, in that
            exact moment, she was quite positive she’d never had a single thought about anything in the entire world worthy of being written
            down. Remy was working at the Baumhaus as they held their last-ever Wednesday night Cribbage Club, and Cass thought it seemed
            like the perfect time to dive in. 
         

         
         Dear Mama Bear, the letter began. Cass and Luna still hadn’t landed on a new name. 
         

         
         
            
               
                  I’m the proud mommy of a 7-year-old boy and 4-year-old girl. We love to go to the library in the summers to beat the heat and avoid the summer reading slump. The problem is that my kids are always choosing books that are way beneath their levels, and beneath the literacy values I prefer to have in our home. The KittyKat Diaries, Wedgie Warriors, and Lego books of all varieties are unfortunate staples on our library stops. How do I sway my kids away from reading twaddle and steer them towards books that will actually fulfill them? 

                  From, 

                  Lost in the Library 

               

            

         
         Cass’s phone rang, and she jumped about a foot in the air. But as soon as she saw it was a spam call, she exhaled. Jesse had
            Eloise for dinner and was keeping her for a sleepover after, and although he’d had regular visitation with her the past two
            years, tonight was one of the first attempts at an actual conversation they had had in ages. 
         

         
         So you’re back, he’d said. Flatly. Zero emotion. 
         

         
         Back. Back from the Mommune. Back to her old life, less one very important person. 

         
         Jesse Morgan was probably the love of her life, and also a person she sort of hated. Making things more complicated, he was
            the father of Eloise, and her—what? Husband? Ex-husband? Sort of husband? She’d never signed anything when she left. Hadn’t
            called a lawyer. He hadn’t either. Erin would have made a great spy if Cass had asked, but she’d ghosted her siblings even
            more than she had Jesse. She had no idea if he was picking up blue-eyed blondes at the Tipsy Ox every night or crying into
            his Miller Lite at the Baumhaus. 
         

         
         She knew how he would answer this. Of course she did—Jesse loved those stupid Wedgie Warriors books. They were by the same author as the Shark Squad, a ridiculous series of graphic novels about shark detectives that Jesse had loved when they were kids. He read them way past when he was too old. She could still remember seeing them sticking out of his black JanSport backpack in the sixth grade. He still liked to read, too—they’d spent hours on opposite ends of the couch, feet tangled as he read fantasy novels and she read parenting books or the occasional celebrity memoir. 

         
         She knew how Lacey would answer it, too. In fact, she could already picture the video Lacey would make. Herself, flipping
            through a beautifully illustrated book about mice or bears with Sophie perched on her lap. Maybe a picture-book biography
            of someone like . . . Thomas Edison. Soft, swingy music in the background. A dress, with her hair down. She would say that
            you should only let the best books have the privilege of being on your children’s shelves, and that you should raise up a
            child in the way you would want them to go on. That was one of her favorite phrases. Cass had always thought she’d come up
            with it, until her mother informed her it was actually a Bible verse. 
         

         
         Reading is nourishment for a child’s soul, Lacey would continue. So why would you give them—hmm. Poison was too strong. Twizzlers? That evoked a kind of processed, food-dye feel. Something to avoid. 
         

         
         Jesse loved Twizzlers. So did Cass, once upon a lifetime ago. She remembered them sharing a package of them at the movies.
            We can be like the dogs in Lady and the Tramp, he’d said, sticking one end in his mouth and one end in hers. They’d cracked up. 
         

         
         She shook her head, hard. Her ponytail whipped her cheeks. It was hard, knowing someone for so long—knowing them so intimately. They invaded every memory you had. A Twizzler was no longer a Twizzler. There was no corner of Cass’s brain Jesse hadn’t knocked on the door of. 

         
         “Cass?” 

         
         Cass slammed her laptop shut so hard she winced. It was Hilary and Erin, clutching— What on earth was that? 

         
         “Hey,” Erin said. “Remy said you . . . might want company tonight.” 

         
         “She said you were letting Eloise spend the night at Jesse’s and she was worried about you offing yourself in her bathroom,”
            Hilary supplied. 
         

         
          “Hilary,” muttered Erin. Cass rolled her eyes. Hilary used to be quieter, shyer, slower to a sharp tongue. But that was all
            before. Sorrow, the kind alcoholic husbands bring to your life, changes a person. After Hilary divorced Nathan, only one short
            month after Erin and Thomas’s wedding four years ago, she seemed like she didn’t want to waste time anymore with cushioning
            phrases like might want company tonight. 
         

         
         “We brought you fried chicken,” said Erin. “Ultimate comfort food. And extra mashed potatoes.” 

         
         “KFC?” asked Cass. “That’s the comfort food you bring me in my time of need?” But really, her heart felt as melty as the pool
            of butter she was about to put on her mashed potatoes. It reminded her of when the girls at the Mommune took care of each
            other when they were sick. The ingredients were less organic but the love wasn’t hashtagged and filtered, so it felt more—
            Well. It felt homey. 
         

         
         “You’re lucky we brought you anything, missy,” said Hilary, putting the food down on the table and walking over to get plates.
            “We drove two towns over for this bounty.” After their conversation two days prior, Hilary had a begrudging . . . acceptance might not be the word. But she wasn’t pestering Cass with questions the way Remy had begun to. She seemed to understand that
            whatever had made Cass leave had gone, and something had made her come back. That would have to be good enough for now. Hilary
            probably wanted more of an apology, but she seemed to sense she wasn’t getting one quite yet. Erin and Thomas, on the other
            hand, remained gentle, as if they were worried one wrong word would make Cass take off again. 
         

         
         “Where are your kids?” asked Cass. 
         

         
         “With a stripper I found on the side of the road. Offered her eight bucks,” said Hilary. 

         
         “With Thomas,” said Erin. “Thomas has them watching the new Pixar movie while he works.” 
         

         
         “Practice for fatherhood,” Hilary added. “He needs it.” 

         
         Erin smiled, but—it wasn’t the easy-breezy smile she usually gave when talking about their brother. Oh, God. Could the World’s
            Perfect Couple be experiencing trouble in paradise? Cass didn’t even have the capacity for that right now. 
         

         
         “I’m working, too,” said Cass. “Do you remember Luna? My old roommate?” They both nodded, organizing chicken onto plates.
            “She works at The Hive. She got me some part-time work.” 
         

         
         “Doing what?” said Hilary. Cass tried to ignore the surprise in her voice. Yes, Van Gogh. Your sister isn’t a complete and total screwup. 

         
         “Writing.”

         
         “Writing? You write?”

         
         “Of course I write! That’s mostly what I did for Lacey. It’s— Oh my God. Guys. It’s dumb. No judgment.” 

         
         “Man, this is hot,” said Erin, taking the tiniest bite of a chicken leg. “Be careful.” 

         
         “Is it,” said Hilary, “as dumb as leaving your entire family for two years to join a cult?” 

         
         “A cult? Can we not make it worse than it already was? It was not a cult.” 
         

         
         “The news is calling it a cult,” Erin piped in. 

         
         “It was not— Anyway. No. No, not as dumb as that. It’s this parenting advice column.” 
         

         
         “Dear Mama Bear?” asked Erin. 

         
         “You read that?” said Cass. Now she was the one with the surprise in her voice, but then again—this was Erin. A-plus Erin, as she and Hilary used to joke kind of meanly behind her back. She was determined to knock every single thing out of the
            park. Of course she’d approach parenting the same way. 
         

         
         “Sometimes,” she said defensively. 

         
         “I’m not judging! I’m writing it now. I’m the last person who can judge.” 
         

         
         “Wow. I— Wow.” 

         
         Cass rolled her eyes. “Listen to this.” She read out the letter from Lost in the Library to her sisters as Hilary scooped
            mashed potatoes onto a plate and passed them over to her. She took a giant bite as soon as she was done. Those were good. Maybe even better than the ones at the Baumhaus, not that she’d had those in years. They used to be one of her favorite
            things to order. After eating so cleanly for two years, she was a little afraid something like processed fried chicken would
            land her in the bathroom for the night, but damn. It was a risk she was willing to take. 
         

         
         “I truly wish,” said Hilary flatly, “these were my life problems. What to let my kids check out from the library.” 

         
         Cass nodded. “I know, right?” 

         
         Erin tapped her perfectly manicured fingers on the table. “I know I shouldn’t care. I know it. But I made the baby’s room
            so cute, and I was buying books for her little shelf, and . . .” She grimaced. “I’m going to sound terrible.” 
         

         
         “I love when you sound terrible. It’s like spotting a moose walking on its hind legs,” said Hilary gleefully. She was busy
            pouring herself and Cass glasses of cheap wine. She didn’t usually like to drink during the week, but what the hell? Cass
            patted the spot next to her on the couch and her sister flopped onto it. Oh, sisters—she’d missed these idiots. She really
            had. Thomas, too, and her mom. Her dad—that hurt to think about. She couldn’t go there yet. All of those nights she’d wasted.
            That obnoxious game she’d been playing, What If I’d Never Met Lacey, started ticking in her head. Would she have had two more years of nights like this? Fried chicken on the couch? 
         

         
         “Remy gave me all these books . . .” She winced. “Picture books with that annoying blue dog.” 

         
         “Don’t hate on Bluey. She’s one of the least offensive cartoon characters,” said Hilary. 

         
         “Mickey Mouse . . . ugh. Just— What’s wrong with Goodnight Moon? What’s wrong with Stellaluna?” 
         

         
         “Okay, so what do I say?” asked Cass. “Nothing you can watch on TV should be a book? That could play.” 

         
         “No!” Hilary shook her head. “No rules at all.” 

         
         “No rules at all?” Erin asked. “What about, like . . . I don’t know. Racist books? Super violent books?” 

         
         Hilary considered this. “Okay. Okay, this: Books need to fit your family’s values. And . . . Mom tried to buy the twins a book called My Two Homes about the divorce that was, like, Divorce is so great! Divorce is just a new beginning! And they knew divorce wasn’t great. Divorce is shitty. Worst book I’ve ever read. But besides that, who cares about a fart
            joke book?” 
         

         
         “Wedgie Warriors.” Cass winced. “If Eloise wanted to read Wedgie Warriors—” 
         

         
         “Readers have the right to choose,” said Hilary, banging her fist on the table as if she were holding court. “We want to raise
            readers, we let them choose.” 
         

         
         “You know,” mused Erin, as Hilary paused her soapbox rant for a determined bite of potatoes, “I kind of like that. Readers have the right to choose. I love Jane Eyre, but Claudia Kishi from The Baby-Sitters Club raised me. I adored those books. Not high literature, but says who, right?”
            
         

         
         “We’re supposed to be forming their taste,” said Cass. 

         
         “Is there some rule that you can’t have Goodnight Moon and Wedgie Warriors on the same shelf? Some kind of book police?” asked Hilary. 
         

         
         “I like it,” said Cass, opening her laptop. “I like it a lot.” 

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Lost in the Library, 

                  It makes perfect sense that you’re concerned about what your kids read. That’s because you love them, and want them to grow up to be people who know how to socialize without resorting to fart jokes. This is a normal human desire, not one to be embarrassed about or ashamed of. You’re not a snob. You just know that Wedgie Warriors isn’t high literature. 
                  

                  But it’s important to remember that you don’t just want your kids to be library patrons. You want them to be readers. Readers
                     who stay up late finishing their chapters under the covers; readers who seek out good and hopeful stories to inspire them
                     amidst their own struggles; readers who know that the first step to solving any problem is to hit up a bookstore. This is,
                     of course, a difficult and stress-inducing and glorious task.
                  

                  But readers have the right to choose. 

                  When we group books into the categories of “above” or “beneath” us, “trash” or “literature,” “lowbrow” or “worthwhile,” we’re
                     looking down on what our kids love. Have you ever had someone look down on what you love? Did it make you stop loving it,
                     or did it just make you realize the person you were talking to thought you were an idiot? (Don’t we all have a Love Is Blind obsession or British YouTube influencer we’re obsessed with on the DL? Don’t we all enjoy the more-than-occasional social
                     media scroll?)
                  

                  You know your kids, and you know your family’s values. There’s nothing wrong with quickly flipping through a book before deciding
                     to take it home. There might be a line you don’t want to cross when it comes to books before your kids are ready to handle
                     certain topics or conversations. There may be books with lessons you disagree with. But if the question is cartoon vs. no
                     cartoon, preventing Mickey Mouse Goes Potty from entering your living room is only going to make that sweet, sweet rodent even more tempting. Soon, they’ll be sneaking
                     in books as if they’re drug paraphernalia and hiding them under their pillow like a 16-year-old with a meth habit. That’s
                     not what we’re going for. 
                  

                  Kids are in charge of almost nothing about their daily lives. We tell them what to eat. We tell them they can’t wear winter
                     jackets in July. We tell them what time they have to go to school, and which school they go to, and if they go to school at
                     all. We tell them how to speak kindly and that they can’t ding-dong ditch the neighbors. 
                  

                  Let’s leave them this one island of freedom in a sea of do’s and don’ts. Readers have the right to choose—even ones that can
                     just barely read. 
                  

                  Love, 

                  Mama Bear 

                  PS: Just a reminder that the Concord Public Library once called The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn “trash of the veriest sort.” Who knows? Maybe one day Wedgie Warriors will be on our high school reading lists. Fingers crossed that isn’t where the future takes us, but hey—we’re all just along
                     for this literary ride. 
                  

               

            

         
         “It’s perfect.” Erin giggled. Hilary nodded her approval.

         
         “But Mama Bear makes me cringe,” said Cass. “Feels like an Etsy T-shirt come to life.” 

         
         “They had Dear Mother Hen before her,” said Erin. 

         
         “Mother Hen makes me sound like I’m wearing an apron. Mama . . . Mouse? Mama Dog?” 

         
         “Mama Dog?” Hilary cackled. “Like a rapper’s name. Snoop Dogg and his mom, Mama Dogg.” 

         
         “Wait,” said Erin, “what about those books with the llama? Fiona loved those, didn’t she, Hilary?” 

         
         She did. Cass remembered snuggling up with her niece, reading them over and over. The one about the sleepover at grandma’s;
            the Halloween one; the one where the baby llama throws everything out of the cart. She should get some of those for Eloise.
            
         

         
         Love, Mama Llama. 

         
         “Perfect,” she said. And her sisters nodded, because it was. 

         
         And in that moment, she found herself wishing—deep in her bones—she could send it to Jesse. Because he would think so, too.
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         “I think,” Lacey mused, tapping her long pink nails on her Stanley cup, “the lighting’s a little better if we film from the
            island.” 
         

         
         She was right, of course. Lacey Garrick understood things like lighting. She knew how to look around a room and instantly
            identify where she would look the shiniest, the thinnest. Lacey’s bathroom closet looked just as cluttered and chaotic as
            Cass’s—she knew, because she’d had to go in there for a Band-Aid for Eloise the week before. But the kitchen, where Lacey
            filmed most of her content, looked like something out of an HGTV show. The open shelving was filled with soft wooden plates
            and bowls, and the fruit bowl only ever held perfectly yellow bananas. Seasonal mugs hung from tiny hooks on the walls. Even
            the grout in the French-tile backsplash sparkled. There was no pile of days-old mail sitting on the counter, or a half-eaten
            granola bar her daughter hadn’t finished. Everything was clean, streamlined, aspirational. It glittered in the sun. Very Laceycore.
            
         

         
         Becoming Lacey’s assistant had been one of the best things that had ever happened to Cass. She loved going to her gorgeous house, even though the thirty-minute drive to North Harbor could be draining. She loved thinking of creative ways to get their ideas across. And she loved seeing how motherhood could really look, if people were willing to put in the effort. The pay didn’t hurt either. 

         
         And Lacey treated Cass like a friend, not like an assistant. Cass didn’t have to get her coffee; Lacey would never buy coffee
            that wasn’t organic and brewed in her very own kitchen. She had to make appointments occasionally, but mostly her work involved
            holding Lacey’s phone at the proper angle. Once that was done, they’d have long talks about what their kids were currently
            into and what the latest momfluencer drama was online. Eloise adored Lacey’s daughter, Sophie, too—they played together so
            nicely while Cass and Lacey worked. It was exactly how working motherhood should look, Cass thought. Your children just an arm’s reach away. 
         

         
         Today, they were filming an ad for Gloria’s Greens, a protein powder for kids. Cass adjusted the ring light while Lacey busied
            herself arranging her mason jars. 
         

         
         “They want me to point out that it makes for an easy snack,” Lacey said. “I was thinking something like, ‘Come with me on
            a busy morning.’ And I could talk about how we have music class today, so it’s hard to get out of the door.” 
         

         
         “Where does Sophie take music?” Cass asked. She hadn’t heard about a music class before.

         
         “She doesn’t,” Lacey said, rolling her eyes. “That Mommy and Me stuff drives me nuts. I took her to a few things when she
            was a baby and all the moms just wanted to bitch about their husbands the whole time.” 
         

         
         Cass laughed. She’d taken Eloise to a few music classes at the arts center in Brookfield, though, and hadn’t minded it. Eloise had loved the little tambourine and dancing to “Baby Shark.” Cass had taken about thirty-two videos a session, texting them to her dad and posting them online. All of the moms had introduced themselves not by name, but by their kids’ names—I’m Laken’s mom, I’m Genevieve’s mom, I’m Bo’s mom. 
         

         
         But Lacey, Cass had realized, didn’t really leave her house much. She got her groceries delivered, and she’d sometimes take
            Sophie to the playground. But she seemed to spend most of her time at home, hunkered down with her daughter. Cass didn’t blame
            her; she couldn’t imagine how lonely that kind of stuff felt as a single mom. But Lacey never wanted to lean into the single
            mom angle on Instagram. Better to keep them guessing, Lacey had said. Tradwives need to be—you know. Wives. 

         
         Cass had had no idea that Lacey wasn’t married until she’d started working for her. She thought it was incredible, how Lacey did everything all on her own. She didn’t often talk about how she’d used a sperm donor for Sophie; she said it felt too controversial for the internet. Cass, who was usually simultaneously frustrated with Jesse for not doing more to help her and frustrated with Jesse for wanting to do things differently than she did, sometimes daydreamed about being the sole caregiver for her daughter. Lacey didn’t have to ask anyone else what they wanted for dinner that week, or take anyone else’s less-researched viewpoints on parenting into consideration. It was outrageous, when you thought about it, that Jesse was supposed to have an equal say in the raising of Eloise when he was only around her two hours or so a day. He hadn’t liked Eloise’s adorable elephant Halloween costume last year, saying he thought the neckline was too tight and she seemed uncomfortable. Cass had changed her into a hand-me-down cow costume of Fiona’s. Lacey could dress Sophie however she pleased for Halloween. 

         
         “So, if we can get this filmed quick, I’ve got one more reel we could throw together,” Lacey said. 

         
         “For who?” 

         
         “For me,” she said with a grin. “I’m kind of tired of doing ads for other people, and besides, these greens are full of weird
            chemicals. They say they don’t have dye but I’m pretty sure they do.” Cass nodded. She was always triple-checking labels at
            the Corner Store and being surprised at how many ingredients these allegedly healthy companies jammed into their snacks, which
            they slapped a Daniel Tiger on to market to kids. 
         

         
         “Anyway, I want to sell more of my own stuff,” Lacey continued. “Get a little freedom back from my posts.” 
         

         
         “That’s awesome. But what are you selling?” Cass couldn’t imagine turning down the opportunity to work with sponsors. Lacey
            was making thousands of dollars from hawking Gloria’s Greens. So what if she didn’t actually drink them? Everyone knew influencers
            were full of shit. Mostly. 
         

         
         “I filmed a couple of videos on, like, this parenting framework I do. I don’t have a name for it yet. But it’s basically the
            idea that, like—” Lacey waved her hand in the air. “Okay, you know how the cool thing online these days is to just, I don’t
            know. Complain? About motherhood? All the time? You know— Vent, sister! Let it out!” 
         

         
         Cass thought of Hilary, who had shown up at her house last week in tears. She was a single mom now, too, but absolutely nothing like Lacey. She was constantly exhausted, constantly pushing against motherhood. The bags under her eyes. Her refusal to realize what gifts she had, right in front of her. The sigh she gave when Fiona had asked for one more snack. “Not just online. In person, too.” 

         
         “Exactly,” said Lacey, pointing a perfectly manicured nail at her. “The negativity. The resentment! It all seeps into our
            kids. It gets into the air, and they can feel it. They really can. This constant attitude of me, me, me, like the entire world has to cater to your every whim.” 
         

         
         Remy and her church retreats, where she’d disappear for entire weekends. Her girls’ nights, where she’d stumble in at midnight
            after Joseph had put them to bed. Cass nodded. 
         

         
         “But when you become a mother,” said Lacey, her eyes shining, “your entire spirit changes. Don’t you think? Your North Star
            shifts. These moms, they don’t want any sacrifice. They want me time and mommy wine and . . . They don’t realize, you know? How formative these years are. How it’s
            not about you anymore.” 
         

         
         “Totally,” said Cass softly. Her North Star—her everything—was Eloise. She’d never leave her for an entire weekend. She didn’t even like leaving her for an afternoon, which Hilary thought
            was insane. Why don’t you ever get her a babysitter? Why are you so weird about leaving her with Mom and Dad? Hilary had gotten so angry with her a couple of months ago, when she and Remy had taken Erin for a spa weekend after her miscarriage. Cass had stayed home. Hilary said they needed to support Erin, that this was their role as sisters, but couldn’t she understand that Cass couldn’t just leave Eloise with Jesse for that long? She wished her sister understood, but she didn’t. At least Lacey did. Thank God Lacey did. 
         

         
         “So I want to teach moms a different way. How when you stop resisting that, it becomes so much more simple. You can work with your natural inclinations instead of pushing back against them, like
            our modern culture wants you to. Instead of trying to have such a masculine energy, really trying to focus on embracing your femininity. That’s what kids need to be completely surrounded by.” 
         

         
         “I love it,” said Cass. “I—I feel exactly the same way. Like, when Eloise got here . . . my entire being shifted. I felt like I became myself.” Cass spent entire afternoons
            crafting activities for Eloise, making everything from breakfast to bath time a special experience. She’d made so many sensory
            bins, the dollar store workers knew her name. Nearly every minute of her day when she wasn’t working for Lacey was spent giving
            Eloise the childhood she wished she’d had. 
         

         
         “Of course you did,” said Lacey happily. “Of course. But the tradwives—I’m not sure if that’s the right direction to go in.” The army of women who made sourdough pasta on social
            media in prairie dresses were soothing to watch, but Cass had to admit they didn’t seem quite as attainable as Lacey. “First
            of all, the wife thing. That isn’t going to work. But also, who says you have to be a wife? Why do you have to listen to your, like, investment bro husband? Why can’t you give your kids everything they need? Why can’t feminine women band together, like you and I are doing? It’s all still a ploy
            to appeal to the men. Those reels that are, like, men don’t want a girlboss, they want a traditional wife— Well, maybe I don’t give a crap what men want. I care what my kids want. I don’t want tradition. I want revolution!” 
         

         
         If she’d read it in writing, it might have sounded a bit much. Revolution? Here in a kitchen with granite countertops and
            three different kinds of dairy-free yogurt? The branding needed work. But Lacey sounded so sure of herself, and Cass had to
            admit that she felt way more confident about herself around Lacey than she did around Jesse. Jesse made her feel like she
            was always a step behind. As if she were simultaneously dramatic and incompetent, buying their daughter too small of a Halloween
            costume. Spending hours reading to her instead of folding the laundry. Lacey made her feel like she had all of this potential, if only she homed in on it. 
         

         
         “So, anyway,” Lacey went on. “I want to make a couple of online courses about that type of parenting. Like, how you should
            structure your bedtime routine and stuff like that. But I can’t think of what to call it. It’s not quite attachment parenting, because you’re not attached to your kids, you’re more . . . centered on them.” 
         

         
         Cass nodded. “Giving them your whole heart. Being heart centered.” 

         
         “Heart Centered Moms,” Lacey said slowly. 

         
         Heart centered. Not half here, half there. Not just when you wanted to or felt like it. The center. The North Star.

         
         Cass would do anything for Eloise. Anything at all. No supper club would ever be more important than her daughter. 

         
         “I love it,” she said honestly. 

         
         The air in the room seemed to crackle with energy. They heard the girls’ footsteps upstairs as they ran around, pretending to be puppies or cheetahs or whatever they wanted. Safe and sound. Just as they should be. 

         
         “You and me, girl,” said Lacey, a grin slowly spreading across her face. “We’re going to do incredible things.”
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         Remy loved being the first person at the Baumhaus. 

         
         It was so peaceful at the supper club before the chaos started up. Nobody washing dishes; nobody checking reservations; nobody
            laying out tablecloths; nobody refilling napkin holders. She could check on the ketchups in peace and prep the relish trays
            with nothing but the company of her thoughts. 
         

         
         Baumhaus meant “tree house” in German, and that was exactly what her grandfather and his brothers had been envisioning when they built
            it. The fifties in Wisconsin were one endless stream of supper clubs; they were brandy old-fashioneds and surf-and-turf nights,
            with live bands singing polka songs and Bing Crosby covers. They were the place to be on a Friday night—the hub where you
            caught up on gossip and got to know your neighbors. Not a cell phone in sight. 
         

         
         Remy knew her grandpa and great-uncles would be devastated she was selling. She’d grown up in the Baumhaus, just as her own children had grown up in the Baumhaus. She’d been able to walk to it her entire life. It was her rowboat in a sea of chaos; whether she was with her parents, or in the ramshackle fishing cabin she’d rented with Joseph when they first got married, or in the house she lived in now, she’d always been close enough to smell the fish frying. 

         
         Except for those long weeks at Camp Horizons. That was the farthest she’d ever been from everything she knew. She was almost
            certain nobody there would even know what a relish tray was. 
         

         
         But supper clubs were becoming a thing of the past, and besides, Remy was ready to retire. She didn’t wish the restaurant
            business on anyone, least of all her own children. Hilary had an artist’s mind; she’d never be able to manage the numbers
            and discipline required to keep a place like the Baumhaus running, even with its devoted customer base. Thomas was too smart
            for any of it—he made the kind of money she and Joseph had only ever dreamed about. He’d paid for his father’s whole funeral
            without batting an eye, and she’d never be able to pay him back for that. And Cass . . . Who knew what Cass would wind up
            doing? Not running a supper club, that was for sure. It didn’t photograph well enough for her social media profiles. 
         

         
         So what was she supposed to do with a gift nobody wanted? She’d get a nice fat check from the Alberici Restaurant Group, and
            then she’d kick the bucket and her children would have a little bit of cushion. That was the most a person could hope for,
            really. That when you died, there was something you could leave behind. 
         

         
         The door opened. “Morning,” she called out, surprised that whoever was there had arrived so early. The Baumhaus only did brunch on Sundays, and it was a Saturday. They wouldn’t be open for hours. Most of the employees were completely checked out, and Remy could hardly blame them. They only had a little while left before they were out of a job. Most of them had already gotten new gigs, and the ones who hadn’t would land on their feet. But that was the only thing about the sale that did hurt Remy’s heart. 

         
         “Mom?” 

         
         She snapped her head up. It wasn’t an employee at all, but Cass, with Eloise trailing behind her. 

         
         “Cassandra Jane,” she said, trying to make her voice sound light. She was actually still smarting from a few days ago, when
            Cass had snapped at her about the money. They’d basically ignored each other the past week, which wasn’t hard—Remy was nearly
            always at the Baumhaus. But she’d sent Hilary and Erin over there Wednesday, when Eloise was sleeping at Jesse’s, just in
            case. She had no idea how Cass would do on an overnight without Eloise, especially now that she wasn’t with all of those other
            loony tunes in that house. 
         

         
         That house! Remy couldn’t stop reading about it. Couldn’t stop clicking through pictures. It was an amazing house, adobe style,
            even though it was in the Northwoods of Wisconsin. Quartz counters, custom cherry hardwood cabinets, a gigantic kitchen island
            where all of the moms would chop vegetables and slice apples. She could just see Cass there, with those other women and their
            piles of children. 
         

         
         But then, the other pictures. That bedroom. The duct tape— Oh, that poor girl. That Sophie, who they weren’t identifying on the news, but it was plenty easy for the internet to figure out, as she’d been in so many posts with her evil mother. When Remy thought of Eloise there, she wanted to simultaneously throw up and punch Lacey Garrick in the face. She also wanted to throttle Cass. What had she been thinking, putting Eloise in such a home? What on earth had been going through her head? 

         
         Hilary had reminded her that they needed to give Cass time; that the more she felt judged, the less she’d open up. Remy knew
            she was right. Her eldest daughter had always been the smartest of all five of them, not that she planned to tell her so.
            
         

         
         “I know that fried chicken the other night was a peace offering,” said Cass, raising an eyebrow. “I’m sorry I snapped at you
            the other day.” 
         

         
         Remy waved a hand. “Oh, that? All forgotten.” It wasn’t. But she was feeling generous. 

         
         “I’m sorry—um.” She coughed a little. They both glanced over at Eloise, who was happily playing pretend at a table in the
            corner. “I’m sorry for a lot of things, Mom.” 
         

         
         Remy nodded slowly. 

         
         “I’m sorry we left,” she said quietly. “I know it’s hard to understand. . . . I just . . .” 

         
         “That woman was spellbinding,” said Remy, as quietly and kindly as she could. “Intoxicating.” 

         
         “Yeah,” said Cass, almost sounding relieved. 

         
         “When you meet people like that . . . it can be hard to resist. I know she probably pressured you, convinced you. And I know
            you and Jesse were having a hard time. Maybe I should have been there for you more, in those early days. We were always so
            busy here.”
         

         
         “You were there plenty, Mom,” said Cass uncomfortably, scratching her shoulder. “It’s not—I mean, you’re right. Lacey was . . . convincing, and manipulative. I’m sorry I left, and I’m sorry I took Eloise, and most of all, I’m sorry about Daddy’s funeral.” At that, her voice cracked. Oh, Cass. Her strong, stubborn daughter. So different from Joseph, really. She was much more like Remy: kind of a screwup, but her heart was usually in the right place. 

         
         Remy had spoken to Father Joel about it the weekend before, after Mass. How she was going to have to find a way to get over
            her anger. Perhaps not get rid of it, he’d said. But understand that your love can be stronger, if you let it be. 

         
         “It’s all right, Cass,” Remy said, as her daughter fell into her arms, tears just starting to trickle down her cheeks. “It’s
            going to be okay,” she said, because it was. 
         

         
         

         Hilary was, of course, the last to see the article. She was almost never on her phone. 

         
         She’d never been like Cass or Erin, so glued to what everyone else was doing better than her. Her sisters had told her over
            and over about how important it was for artists to be online; how great the platforms were for sharing her work. But that
            wasn’t Hilary’s experience at all. First of all, the memories—Want to see what you were doing four years ago? No, she most certainly did not. Those reminder photos were torture. Second, it shrank her creativity and made her feel like
            an imposter. All she saw was a lot of people who were much better at her craft than she was, and who had unlimited time to
            do so in French châteaus or adorable beach bungalows. They didn’t have a daughter who was just starting to get preteen moodiness,
            or a pair of twins who couldn’t decide between sports so just settled on needing to play absolutely everything. They didn’t
            have a minivan, that was for damn sure. 
         

         
         Hilary thought maybe she’d ditch the minivan when she finally left Nathan. But she knew he’d go around town saying she’d taken his money and bought herself a fancy new car, and besides, she did love those sliding doors. Trusting Wyatt or Levi to open a car door gently was like trusting a loon to do quantum physics. Taken his money—that’s what he said, gruffly, to his lawyer after the mediation. That lawyer and her stupid butterfly hair clip, as if she
            were on her way to cheer practice. Taken his money. The only reason he had that stupid money was because stupid Hilary had stayed at their stupid home with their not-stupid-but-sometimes-obnoxious
            children, raising them and teaching them to pee in the toilet and cooking them dinner while he’d been getting drunk off 7
            and 7s at the Tipsy Ox night after night. Not the Baumhaus, where he knew people, but the dump down the road with the giant
            Captain Morgan statue outside it. Her lawyer, some friend of Thomas’s who had a handshake like a grizzly bear and had given her a massive discount, insisted that
            she pay Nathan no mind. That money was every bit hers as much as it was his—her lawyer thought so, the mediator thought so,
            and the goddamn State of Wisconsin thought so, too. 
         

         
         Anyway. 

         
         She didn’t like social media. 

         
         But it was Phil Wilson who sent her the link. Phil as in Philomena, not Phil as in Phillip. Phil was one of Hilary’s few friends from art school; they’d been some of the only people at Columbia College Chicago who had to work to pay their tuition instead of just send thank-you cards to Mom and Dad. Phil was an animator now, out in California, creating some of Hilary’s kids’ favorite movies. She loved the internet. She was also gainfully employed, happily married, and the mother of exactly one smiling four-month-old,
            meaning she had time to read things like parenting advice columns. 
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hiiiiii omg how are you. You need to come visit me and take those cute kids to Disney Land. Anyway, saw this and thought of
                     the time we went to Barnes and Noble in college and made fun of those board books on the classics for babies lol. I hope you’re
                     well, my old friend. ♥

               

            

         
         Hilary remembered it with a smile—her and Phil, exhausted after a shift at the dining hall, walking to the bookstore for some
            new book on hyperrealism shading she wanted. Phil had grabbed a book off the shelf—Tolstoy for Tots. As if Anna Karenina were appropriate for anyone wearing a diaper. They had cackled at the abbreviated storyline, the crappy illustrations, and
            the happy ending. Leo’s rolling over in his grave, Phil had said, and Hilary had heartily agreed. 
         

         
         She clicked on the link she’d sent. 

         
         There it was: Cass’s letter, with a short editor’s note across the top about the retirement of Mama Bear and the new chapter
            of Mama Llama. 
         

         
         View 200 comments, it prompted her. Like and Share! 

         
         Her eyes widened. Two hundred comments felt like a lot. It had come out today already? They’d only written it Wednesday night.
            
         

         
         She scrolled down to the comments: 

         
         
            
               
                  YES. Finally someone who realizes that your kids aren’t just little robots with no opinions.

                  Lol this is amazing. Long live the new Mama Llama!

                  Agree 1000000%. 

                  IT’S THE READERS RIGHT TO CHOOSE. Louder for the parents in the back. 

               

            

         
         It was the number one article on The Hive. 

         
         Hilary quickly sent it to Cass and Erin in a group message. Have you guys seen this?? Cass is #famous. 

         
         I’m anonymous lol, Cass quickly responded. 
         

         
         Erin didn’t respond right away, which was a little weird seeing how addicted to her phone she was. She’d been a little off
            on Wednesday, even with the fun of writing the letter, and Hilary hadn’t seen her the rest of the week. She’d been holed up
            in her studio trying to work on her loon paintings—she had a huge week of freelanced picture-book illustrations ahead of her,
            and knew her time while the kids were in school needed to be used wisely. This weekend they were home with her, not at Nathan’s,
            but they were currently bouncing around on the trampoline and entertaining themselves. She’d promised them a bike ride tonight
            if they could give her an hour of peace. 
         

         
         She had to get back to work, she reminded herself. She couldn’t spend all afternoon reading other people’s opinions about her opinion on the internet. She did feel like a badass the next day, though, when Fiona requested a trip to the library; she did feel like a halfway decent mom when she let Fiona get some graphic novel about a mouse detective, and a totally decent one when she got them Culver’s for dinner. 

         
         

         Cass stared at her phone. 

         
         She was sitting on Remy’s screen porch while Eloise colored a picture of a butterfly. She felt good after apologizing to her
            mother. It was like she’d been breathing through a straw and could now finally take a big, fat inhale. She wouldn’t let the
            Toebler curse drag her down. She felt bad for leaving, and she’d said so, and it had cleared the air. The guilt that still
            lingered was probably a result of too many years of Catholic religion classes. That was all. 
         

         
         She’d been texting Hilary about their letter—it had blown up, which was kind of nice. She wondered if she got any bonuses
            for a certain number of clicks; she should have asked Luna. But more than anything, she was surprised. Were that many people
            honestly worried about what books their kids brought home from the library? 
         

         
         Then again—she knew the answer to that, didn’t she? Hadn’t Lacey made an entire career out of finding all of the things moms
            could be afraid of? Types of shampoo, types of eggs, types of baby shoes. Types of library books; sure, why not? No matter
            what else mothers did, no matter what else they had to offer the world, nothing would ever trump this one thing: raising another
            human. Being in charge of someone else’s future and life and soul. Of course you cared what they read. What kind of shitty
            mom were you if you didn’t? 
         

         
         But Lacey had always made it seem so positive. Cass had actually been the one who came up with the phrase Heart Centered Motherhood. Lacey had taken it and twisted it and turned it into something foreign and ugly. But Cass had planted the seed, in a way. 

         
         There had been some good times in the house. The house that Lacey had bought; the house they’d moved to. That beautiful house
            with its perfect West Elm couches. Its natural light for filming endless social media reels. Cass would never live somewhere
            so nice again in her entire life. And the late nights talking to the other moms . . . They’d felt so magical, so precious
            at the time. Sparkly around the edges. As if they were really all in it together, helping each other stumble through this
            impossible job. She’d felt buoyed in a way she’d never felt before. Jesse had been such a dad, more the glitter than the glue—working, and sleeping, and playing with Eloise way too late into the night. Hilary and her
            mom had thought she was insane for making sure Eloise’s baby food was organic, but didn’t her sister care about the chemicals
            she was shoving into her kids? Who was the insane one, really? 
         

         
         The text was from Anna Kate. Cass had always liked Anna Kate. She had long blond hair that she would French braid sometimes. Anna Kate’s dream growing up had been to be a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader, and she loved that show about them on CMT. She and Cass would watch it together sometimes, and cheer for individual girls to perfect the Thunderstruck dance and finally impress the terrifying coach. Anna Kate would talk about how she had grown up dancing and even done pageants. She was Miss Teen Illinois. She was tailor-made to be a momfluencer, with her sharp cheekbones and knack for frosting cinnamon rolls. She was a lot of things, but now she was a mother. She had a daughter, Penny, who treated Eloise like a big sister. 

         
         Cass had loved Anna Kate, and she had brought her there, and she had left her there. 

         
         
            Did you talk to the FBI?

         

         There’d been a prosecutor leaving her voicemails. But the FBI? The FBI FBI?
         

         
         And just then, her phone rang. Her phone rang, and Cass knew the way she knew her daughter’s face that the person on the other
            end of that phone was not someone she should talk to. What had Anna Kate said to the FBI? 
         

         
         She’d known it was only a matter of time. Cass didn’t have social media herself anymore— Well, she did, but it was a blank
            profile. She was a consumer these days, not a creator. Once she’d started working for Lacey, she’d scrubbed her profile. She
            admired Lacey’s work. She idolized Lacey. But something in her gut told her that she shouldn’t show Eloise’s face the way Lacey so often showed Sophie’s. That
            same gut feeling that had told her not to sign for that house. Your gut was looking out for you, sometimes, she knew. Your
            gut knew what was coming and was trying to help. 
         

         
         But the moms all knew Cass. Of course they did. And Emylee, Anna Kate, Nicole—they’d still been there. They’d wiped their profiles, too, or put them on private—MamaEmylee, WithLoveAnnaKate, and NicoleWilliamsx. Not large enough for their own Reddit snark pages, but they’d been working their way up under Lacey’s shadow. They had brand deals; they had sponsored posts. People knew who they were. Someone would ask them what it had been like, and someone would say Cass, and a police officer would say Who? A journalist would say Where? An FBI agent would say How long? 
         

         
         Too long, she wanted to choke out. Two years too long.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twelve

         
         
            1980

            Camp Horizons

         

         Remy was enlisted with the eight other campers to prepare the campground for whatever meager food they’d call dinner. Jackson
            called them campers, but they referred to themselves as prisoners. They’d been taken from their homes and forced to work with
            no money or real respite. Remy was lucky: her own father brought her. Vanessa, whose head has been shaved after an escape
            attempt, whispered to Remy that two armed men had woken her up at midnight and taken her from her home. 
         

         
         She was not referred to as Vanessa by Jackson. She was referred to as 318. She, Remy, was 321. They had to sound off with
            their numbers when attendance was called out. They would stand in a line, about to faint, and shout out their number, loudly
            and clearly. 
         

         
         Jackson wasn’t the only one in charge. His guard, Scottie, was fat and menacing. His fingers looked like breakfast sausages, and he was usually the one who would drag prisoners when they refused to march in the afternoons. They’d go on long, brutal hikes in the heat, with no bug spray or sunscreen. Remy’s entire body was tomato-red and pecked with so many mosquito bites that sometimes it felt like it was on fire. Some of them had begun to bleed, and she’d touch the blood with her fingers to remind herself she was still alive. 

         
         When can I go home? prisoners would ask. When can I write letters? There was no answer given. Remy had been at Camp Horizons for three weeks. Nobody new had come, and nobody had gone home.
            
         

         
         At night they slept in tents they constructed themselves. They were cheap plastic, and hers had two holes in it. One night
            a squirrel had gotten in. She’d whacked it hard with her shoe and knocked it out. It must not have died, because although
            she moved the body outside of her tent, it was gone the next morning. She heard some of the other prisoners crying at night,
            trying to keep silent. But Remy didn’t cry. She’d never give them that. 
         

         
         Besides Jackson and Scottie, there was Magdalena, who must have been in charge of administrative things. She was so skinny
            a strong wind from the lake might knock her right over, and her nails were long and sharp. Remy hated her. She almost hated
            her more than Jackson and Scottie, which felt impossible. But every time she saw the prisoners, her lip would curl up, as
            if she’d smelled something awful. She probably did smell something awful, since they were only allowed weekly showers out of the spigot behind the main office and they were
            doing manual labor in the July sun. But she felt less than human when Magdalena saw her. She felt like a line on a spreadsheet.
            
         

         
         When the dark blue car rolled up on the day Remy would never forget, everyone thought a new prisoner was coming. Everyone paused what they were doing and turned to look. Remy put down the rag she’d been using to scrub the picnic tables. A boy hopped out—a tall, sturdy teenager with white-blond hair and hard-set blue eyes. Amara let out a wolf whistle, for which her shoes were taken. Remy swallowed hard. Having your shoes taken was one of the worst punishments, and everyone knew it. Each afternoon, the prisoners were forced to hike for at least six miles, which was longer than it sounded when it involved the hot sun and no trails. Amara’s feet would be shredded about a mile in, but she’d have to keep limping along, toughening up the bottoms of her feet until she couldn’t feel anything at all. 

         
         The boy, however, wasn’t given a number by Jackson. He was given a handshake. The person who’d driven him turned and drove
            away. 
         

         
         “Campers,” barked out Jackson. “Attention.” They fell into line, Amara already slightly hobbling. 

         
         “This is Jackson Goeth Junior. You will refer to him as Junior. He’s my son. He just finished up six weeks at a wilderness
            survival boot camp and will now be joining us on staff. You will show him respect and deference or there will be consequences.
            Do I make myself clear?” 
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” they choked out. Junior looked out at them, his hands clasped behind his back. 

         
         “All right,” said Jackson. “Then let’s move.” 

         
         

         With every step she took, Remy tried to picture her mother’s face. 

         
         Her mother was not a perfect mother. But she tried, and Remy knew that. Such long hours at the supper club, but she still made sure Remy had a hot dinner every night. She made sure there were clean sheets on her bed and fresh towels in the bathroom. So many of the other prisoners hated their parents; they’d curse them in whispers at the end of another excruciating day. How could they do this to them? How could they send them here? Remy’s father was a hard man, and maybe he knew about things like hikes without shoes and shaved heads. But Remy knew her
            mother. She wouldn’t have sent her daughter here if she’d known. She couldn’t have. 
         

         
         At first, Remy thought she could make it through the summer, if that’s all this was. A month or two? Fine. Bring it on. But
            when she learned Vanessa had been there since February, she started to get a little nervous. Vanessa described pitching tents
            in the snow. She described blankets covered in someone else’s hair. 
         

         
         Remy had to find a way to get a message to her parents. That was all. 

         
         Jackson had a phone in his office, the small hut you could barely call a main building. It had a stove for cooking their disgusting
            meals, and a few bookshelves filled with wilderness guides. She was pretty sure Jackson’s room had a TV in it. One night,
            they’d slept on the floor in there during a tornado. Remy had seen the phone then, just behind a wooden door. That was what
            she needed. 
         

         
         It was impossible to talk on the hikes—Jackson took the lead, with Scottie at the rear, and now Junior was in the middle of everyone, silently glaring at them as they hobbled through the weeds and rocks. Jackson would mainly lecture them. Sometimes he’d talk about the nature they were witnessing, like the different types of rock or which berries were edible. But other times it was about meditation and self-preservation. Respect. Obedience. 

         
         “You’re here because you are master manipulators,” he was saying today. Remy was behind Amara, who could barely walk halfway
            in. She had silent tears streaming down her cheeks. 
         

         
         “Are you ready to change your ways?” he said. “Are you ready to be obedient to authority?” 

         
         Amara’s cries grew a little louder. They were walking over thick patches of thorny weeds. Remy held out her arm, just slightly,
            and Amara leaned into her. Remy kept her eyes on Junior, to make sure he didn’t turn around. Scottie was behind them, but
            he was mainly making sure nobody ran away. 
         

         
         “Are you ready to submit?” Jackson practically snarled. And then, a slight glance over his shoulder—Junior. Those eyes felt
            like bullets. He saw Remy helping Amara, and let his eyes drift down to her bloodied, broken feet. 
         

         
         Don’t, Remy wanted to say. Please don’t. 
         

         
         Junior turned and kept walking, his eyes on his father. 

         
         “Are you ready to be the best version of yourself?” asked Jackson. 

         
         “Yes, sir,” they chorused. 

         
         

         That night, they were tasked with building a fire. Two of the prisoners were better at it than everybody else: Anthony had spent a lot of his childhood homeless and had been sent here by his foster parents. He knew how to gather the twigs. Meggie had simply been there the longest—after thirteen long months, she was practically a professional. The rest of them simply did what they were told, handing Anthony and Meggie what they needed until the fire was blazing. 

         
         Amara was sitting, still sniffling. Vanessa was trying to comfort her. The sun was just beginning to go down, and the temperature
            was plummeting. The strange thing about Midwest summers was how scorching they could be during the day and how cold they could
            be at night. They weren’t given sweaters, though. Remy’s first week there, she’d had to stitch a blanket together with rags.
            When she explained that she didn’t know how to sew, Jackson had kicked the chair out from under her and told her to figure
            it out. 
         

         
         Jackson was currently in the office with Scottie, eating the real food that they had delivered. The campers were handed a
            package of sausages and told to cook them over the fire. Junior was supervising. Remy was surprised he didn’t look more scared.
            He couldn’t have been more than a couple of years older than them, and he was outnumbered. He was strong, though; she could
            see his muscles under his jacket. He could probably take a bunch of underfed, exhausted teenagers. 
         

         
         Remy went over to Amara and touched her left foot lightly. It was no longer bleeding, all these hours later, but her heels
            and the pads of her toes were filled with open wounds. One was a slight green color. 
         

         
         “This is getting infected,” she said. Amara simply moaned. 

         
         “Ask him,” said Vanessa quietly, nodding toward Junior. 

         
         “Why would he care?” said Remy. 

         
         “We can’t just let her foot fall off or something!” Vanessa sounded half crazed. She’d told Remy that she’d been sent to Camp Horizons for making up outlandish lies to her parents. She’d cut school all day to go to the lake with her boyfriend and tell them about all of her classes. She’d said she was going on a mission trip with church when really she’d driven to the Dells with a friend and spent the weekend at a water park. She didn’t even know why she did it, she said. It was just compulsive. Remy could hear that wild tendency in her voice right now, the tip toward the dramatic. Amara would be fine. 

         
         “She’s right,” said Meggie, looking closer at Amara’s foot. The fire was blazing, and Abe and Anthony were sticking sausages
            on sticks. Abe, who’d run away from home half a dozen times, was one of the better cooks. “My dad’s a doctor. He taught me
            if something’s green, get it seen.” 
         

         
         “Then you tell him,” said Remy. 
         

         
         Meggie held out a fist. Remy sighed, and rock, paper, scissored her way into defeat. She slowly walked over to where Junior
            was carving something with a pocketknife.
         

         
         “Um, excuse me,” she said. Her voice shook. He turned and looked at her. 

         
         “What,” he said flatly. It didn’t sound like a question. 

         
         “Our friend’s foot is infected. She might need some medicine or something.” 

         
         He seemed to be debating in his mind. “I’m sure she’s fine.” 

         
         “She’s not fine,” said Remy, feeling courage she didn’t know she had bubble up inside of her. She’d always had stubbornness;
            she’d always had anger. But what she felt now was purer: a sense of rightness and wrongness, and of knowing the difference.
            Junior stared at her for a minute. 
         

         
         Then he walked over and crouched down, studying Amara’s foot with one hand on the pebble-filled ground. He looked at Amara with a question in his eyes. She nodded slightly and he took her foot in his hands. Even that felt like a minor miracle. Remy was used to being treated like a farm animal at Camp Horizons. Nobody asked permission before grabbing her. 

         
         Junior held Amara’s foot and looked closely at it, turning it over and putting his eye right up to the infection. Then he
            wordlessly went into the main building. 
         

         
         Amara started crying harder. “He’s going to get me in trouble. You shouldn’t have said anything.” 

         
         “He’s getting help, I think,” said Remy. Surely, they weren’t going to let her walk around on an infected foot. Couldn’t they
            get sued or something? Somebody, at some point, had to be released from here—right? 
         

         
         But they heard raised voices in the building. Jackson’s, mostly. Deal with it and liars and manipulating you. Fine and dirt on it and didn’t listen. 
         

         
         Junior came back out, and his eyes, which had held a flash of kindness, were once again icy and hard. 

         
         “Just stay off it,” he muttered. His cheeks were red. 

         
         “But—” Remy started. 

         
         “Quiet.” He walked away from them, down the long path that led away from camp. 

         
         

         That night, something was tossed into Remy’s tent. 

         
         She sat up with a shock. Her tent was being zipped closed. This tent felt like her one haven, her barrier from the hell she
            was living in. She’d been kicked and tormented and made to do labor she wasn’t capable of, but nobody had ever come in her
            tent. 
         

         
         Then she saw the bottle lying on her sleeping bag. A small, yellow tube of Neosporin. 

         
         She quickly unzipped the tent again and stuck her head out. But there was nobody there. The night was dark, cold, and starless. 

         
         In the morning, she quietly dabbed the ointment onto Amara’s foot while Meggie built the fire for the gruel they’d cook over
            it. Amara winced. 
         

         
         “Where did you get this?” she whispered. 

         
         Remy glanced up. Jackson and Scottie were back inside. Apparently Junior was going to be their new muscle most of the time.
            He sat away from the group, his back leaned against a tree. His eyes were closed. He looked almost like her mother’s statues
            of—
         

         
         “An angel,” she told Amara.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirteen

         
         
            2025

            Port Holcomb

         

         “People are obsessed,” Luna squealed. 
         

         
         Cass grinned. Okay, fine—it felt good! She’d always been a decent writer. Those captions for Lacey, and she’d written the
            copy for the Mommune home page, too. She didn’t like to think about it, but she did, because she was good at it. Was it so
            bad to want to be good at something? 
         

         
         “I’m glad,” she said, tapping her fingers on her keyboard. Eloise was reading with Remy. Cass could hear Remy changing all
            of the words, just like she used to do with them—and the troll was . . . beautiful. And the three billy goats were named . . . Hilary, Cassandra, and Thomas. 

         
         “Getting a piece like that to go viral is sort of our entire purpose,” Luna continued, and Cass turned off any judgment. Yeah,
            it wasn’t hard-hitting journalism, but it would help pay her bills and probably help a mom or two as well. 
         

         
         “So, it worked well for you? I know it’s a super-tight turnaround, but it’s not rocket science either,” said Luna. 

         
         “Yeah, it was great,” said Cass. “Happy to keep at it. As long as it’s one hundred and ten percent anonymous, right?” 

         
         “Of course,” Luna assured her. “I just shot you over a form I need you to fill out for payment. I gotta run; I’m swamped with meetings.” 

         
         Cass said goodbye and hung up before clicking over to her email. There it was, waiting for her: some form with The Hive’s
            letterhead, asking for her bank account information. 
         

         
         But just under that was a subject line she didn’t want to see. Interview request. 

         
         She didn’t want to click. She had to click. Shit, shit, shit—how were these people finding her? 

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Cass, 

                  My name is Patty Madix and I’m working on a piece on Lacey Garrick’s recent arrest and her work with Heart Centered Motherhood
                     for The Pacific. I’ve heard from multiple sources that you served as Lacey’s de facto number two from 2023 until very recently. Please give
                     me a call at 608-555-9521 if you’re interested in answering a few questions about your time with Heart Centered Motherhood.
                     I would really appreciate hearing your side of things. 
                  

               

            

         
         Then, she gave her deadline. It was Tuesday. This Tuesday! Three days from now. 

         
         Cass deleted the email. Then she went in her garbage and emptied it. She didn’t want Patty Madix anywhere near her. She felt
            like one of those people who put Post-it notes over their laptop cameras. Like she was being watched. Oh, God. And the worst part was that she deserved it. She deserved all of this and more. She hated Lacey, and she also pictured Lacey right then in a jail cell. Her mug shot was everywhere. It sure as shit didn’t have a filter. It was the first photo of her that hadn’t been retouched in . . . ever, probably. 

         
         Suddenly, Cass felt a surge of need. She wanted someone, the way Eloise always wanted her when she fell and scraped her knee.
            As if Cass were some kind of magical fairy that could zap her pain away and turn her broken skin back to how it had been.
            But it wasn’t her mother Cass wanted, or even her sisters. It was Jesse Morgan, the only one who’d ever been able to save
            her. 
         

         
         Cass went to a lot of parties in high school, but they hadn’t looked like the ones in movies. 

         
         In movies, there were kegs. Who knew how to buy a keg or use one? What they’d really had was a wide variety of alcohol people
            had snatched from their parents’ cabinets. Just a little at a time, so nobody would notice. It led to a very eclectic mix.
            Plus occasionally a six-pack from the Piggly Wiggly, where A. J. Hommen worked on Saturdays. People were always after Jesse
            Morgan to bring booze from his parents’ store, but he never would. He was a good kid. Friend of Thomas’s. Thomas was fairly
            buttoned-up, and so were his buddies, but she’d started to run into him at parties, which felt ridiculously awkward. Like
            seeing a loon at the movies—What are you doing here? This was the same Thomas who didn’t like when his carrots touched his potatoes at dinner. 
         

         
         Most parties were held in A. J.’s backyard, which was really a giant field. His parents were always at their cabin up north—well, farther north than Port Holcomb, in the real Northwoods. Remy and Joseph were some of the most relaxed parents Cass knew, but even she couldn’t quite picture them letting her stay home alone for an entire weekend. Hilary, maybe. Thomas, probably. But not her, who was known on the dance team for always being the one to bring a flask to football games. Cass was the only one her dad asked, So, when do you think you’ll be home? with a slightly anxious tremor to his voice. 
         

         
         Cass wasn’t that wild; she wasn’t waltzing into class high like Kyle Aldridge or failing half of her classes. In fact, she was a pretty decent
            student; she’d even made the National Honor Society. She just hated being bored, and it was so easy to be bored in a place
            like Port Holcomb. Every weekend bled into the next; every season was an endless march of sweaters and sports and when-we-move-away-from-here’s. Sometimes Cass would sit in the parking lot before going into school, telling her siblings she needed a minute to finish
            her eyeliner. She’d sit there and take deep breaths as the reality of it all smacked her in the face, like a gust of air-conditioning:
            This was all there was to life? Really? This was the world into which she’d been born, and the one in which she’d die?
         

         
         So it seemed a little more bearable after a couple of beers in A. J. Hommen’s backyard. That was all. 

         
         That night was cold, even for October. Her winter coat would have looked ridiculous, but she wished she had it anyway as she
            tugged her Port Holcomb High sweatshirt sleeves down as far as they would go. 
         

         
         What was there to do at A. J.’s house but stand around the bonfire? What was there to do with your seventeen-year-old self besides stand around with other seventeen-year-olds, wishing things were a little different than they were? Amber Blackwell was going off about the dance team drama, and Clara Schaefer was explaining how her breakup with Benji had actually been her idea. Sparks from the fire were occasionally popping off, making all of them squeal and back up a couple of steps. 

         
         A. J. Hommen came and stood next to Cass, handing her a beer. He liked her. Everyone knew that. To be honest, a lot of people
            liked Cass; she was fun and kind and down for whatever. She was more vivacious than her quiet older sister, who was off studying
            art down at Columbia College in Chicago. Nobody ever asked her where Hilary was or what she was up to. Nobody really noticed
            she’d left. 
         

         
         Cass spent most of the night talking to A. J. Drinking more, and—God, this shit was gross. Pretend it’s dirty lake water, Amber used to tell her, and they would grimace and chug down the Keystone or Busch Light. Why that helped, Cass would never
            actually know, but it did. Playing beer pong, and people arguing over who was on whose team. She played against A. J., meaning
            she had to stand next to him, and he stood closer and closer. After a few more beers, you know what? A. J. Hommen seemed kind
            of cute. He was tall. Cass liked tall guys, she decided. She liked guys who wore grubby sweatshirts. It showed that they could
            mow a lawn and drive a tractor and do other things she considered manly. A. J. Hommen smelled like cigarettes, which—who smoked
            anymore? But whatever. It was kind of hot. It was really hot, actually! 
         

         
         A. J. handed her more beers, long after he’d stopped drinking them himself. She saw flashes of people more than their actual selves. Clearly Clara was over Benji; she was sucking face with Jake Gable off on the log by the woods. The log where people who’d drunk too much always went to make out. Clara would make out with the log itself, probably, which was bitchy of her to think but she didn’t care. Rachel and her gaggle of girls had left long ago. She thought she saw a flash of a Badgers sweatshirt, some short blond hair—Thomas? Her brother? A look on his face, an eye roll. Cass is wasted, she thought she heard, and he walked away. What the hell was he doing here? He should be home watching Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles or something. 
         

         
         The fire reached toward the sky, and A. J. Hommen reached toward her hand. That was sort of the last thing she remembered.
            More flashes. The bang of the back door shutting. 
         

         
         The fire reached toward the sky. 

         
         Blue carpet on the stairs, dirty with mud. 

         
         The fire reached toward the sky. 

         
         A cat, scampering away in the basement. A couch. What was happening? She needed to throw up. Her stomach— Oh, God, she was
            really going to throw up. A. J. Hommen, and the smell of him. That smell was no longer good. 
         

         
         The fire reached toward the sky. 

         
         She tried to push, but her hands weren’t working right. She tried to open her mouth, but his tongue was in it. Her heart raced,
            and raced, and the fire had reached toward the sky, and—
         

         
         Her jeans were off. That much she knew. It was cold. Something scratchy was touching her. She tried to say something and he
            pushed his head harder down on her head. Stop it, stop it, I’m going to be sick, I—

         
         The light was on. It was so goddamn bright. 
         

         
         “Sorry, looking for the bathroom! Sorry.” It’s— She knew who it was. “Hey . . . what are you doing?” 

         
         “We’re busy,” A. J. grunted. Grunted. 
         

         
         “What the fuck?” She knew that voice, but she’d never heard it angry. Thomas’s friend. It was Jesse. 
         

         
         “She’s completely trashed, you idiot,” Jesse said. Cass could hear things but still couldn’t quite make herself say anything.
            Her whole body was tingling. 
         

         
         “Look, man.” A. J.’s hands in the air, like he was on a police show. “It’s all good here. We need some privacy.”

         
         “Um, no,” said Jesse. “Get off her. Jesus. Are you fucking kidding me? Look at her.” Cass had never heard him, or her brother, say the f-word. He seemed to like it. 
         

         
         “We—”

         
         “I said,” and now he was really mad, “get off her.” And that guy—that boy, that’s all he’d been. Fifteen, she’d find out later. Born one day after Thomas. They were practically twins. So much smaller
            than A. J. Hommen, who played football, albeit terribly. Jesse grabbed that large hunk of a person and hauled him off her, and then he pushed him. Hard. Pushed him away from Cass. 
         

         
         Cass saw it in flashes, in bits. In a snapshot of a boy in a red baseball hat and a gray sweatshirt. The feel of hands on
            her, but cautious hands, helpful hands. Amber, he was yelling upstairs, but she was gone, and Thomas, but he didn’t answer. So it was this guy who awkwardly helped her put her pants on, carefully hoisted her up, and practically
            dragged her five blocks home. 
         

         
         

         Cass had woken up the next morning in Thomas’s room. What the hell? She was downstairs, off the basement. Thomas’s room smelled like teenage boy: BO and dirty laundry. She wrinkled her nose. She smelled, too, like campfire and cigarettes and beer and—
         

         
         And A. J. Hommen. 

         
         She leaned over the side of the bed and threw up, right into Thomas’s garbage can he kept by his desk. She barfed all over
            his pencil shavings and a crumpled-up paper on Romeo and Juliet that he’d gotten an A-minus on. 
         

         
         “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty,” grumbled Thomas, bursting in. “You’re lucky. And you’re cleaning that.” 

         
         She ran a hand through her hair. Oh, God. What the fuck. 
         

         
         “Jesse brought you here,” said Thomas. “Knocked on the back door. Didn’t want to risk waking up Mom and Dad upstairs. Dude,
            you owe him. You were literally unconscious. We were googling when you’re supposed to call 911.” His voice was sharp. 
         

         
         Cass just stared at her little brother. 

         
         “Are you—like. I mean. You look terrible,” said Thomas lamely. “He said . . . he said some weird shit went down. Are you okay?”
            
         

         
         Cass felt up by her collarbone. Hands where they shouldn’t be, a mouth she couldn’t push off, and Jesse Morgan, her little
            brother’s friend, in a moment of strength. 
         

         
         “Yeah,” she said. 

         
         “He said—” Thomas swallowed. “He said that A. J.—” 

         
         “I’m fine. I need an aspirin and a toothbrush.” 

         
         “Mom and Dad are already at the Baumhaus. It’s noon,” said Thomas. 

         
         A surge of emotion wrapped around Cass’s throat. They were already at the Baumhaus. When she’d left last night, they’d been watching a documentary about Hitler on the History Channel. They were always watching documentaries about Hitler. How many documentaries did one dictator need? Didn’t everyone in the world know enough about Hitler by this point? And when she was brought back, when she was smuggled in the back door like a bag of weed by her little brother’s friend, by Jesse Morgan, they’d been asleep. And this morning, they had not realized she was not in her bed. Not cared that she was out cold. They had gone to fucking work. 
         

         
         “Okay,” she said slowly. “I guess . . . that’s good.” She wouldn’t be grounded. Grounded? Please. Remy and Joseph didn’t ground.
            She’d never even heard her dad raise his voice. They had hardly any rules at all. Cass could show up in the middle of the
            night unconscious, carried in by a boy, and they wouldn’t bat an eye. 
         

         
         

         She called Jesse that afternoon. She had to steal his number from Thomas’s phone. She asked him to meet her at the beach,
            and he did, his hands stuffed in his sweatshirt pockets. The wind whipped around them. It was supposed to snow that night,
            even though it wasn’t yet Halloween.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so embarrassed. I just drank way too much, and—I’m just really sorry you had to deal with that.”
            
         

         
         Jesse looked at her, his eyebrows furrowed. “Jesus. You don’t have to apologize. I mean . . . did you, like, did you go to the police or anything?” 
         

         
         “The police?” 

         
         “You at least told your parents, right?” He bit at his thumbnail. “That was serious, Cass. That was—” 

         
         “That was me being a drunk idiot,” she said quickly. 

         
         “No, it wasn’t.” Well, Jesse Morgan had opinions. Who knew? He was always so quiet, trailing around with Thomas, the two muttering
            under their breaths and actually studying for tests. But he could haul A. J. Hommen off her and have thoughts about it the
            next day. 
         

         
         Cass shivered. The breeze on the beach was freezing. “I don’t know what it was.” 

         
         “I do, and it was illegal, and you should tell somebody if you want to,” he said. “I’d . . . go with you, if you want. I’d
            tell them what I saw.” 
         

         
         Cass looked at Jesse Morgan. Really looked at him, for maybe the first time ever. 
         

         
         And if you asked her, that was when she fell in love with him. When that fifteen-year-old with the gangly knees said he’d
            go with her. The opposite of A. J. Hommen in every single way imaginable. She did not go; she would take the night at A. J.
            Hommen’s house to her grave. It was part of her, the way all terrible experiences become baked into your life, and she did
            not have it in her to do what she knew would follow—the telling, and the shaming, and the second-guessing. She wished she
            did, but she didn’t. Cass was bold, but that wasn’t the same thing as brave. 
         

         
         In that moment, however, Cass sat next to Jesse Morgan. 

         
         It was fourteen years ago. But it might as well have been a million. Cass would never forget it, though. She’d never forget
            how in her very worst moments, it was Jesse who was there, and Jesse who offered to stay.
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         “Is this just how it’s going to be?” 

         
         That was what Erin asked Thomas, frustrated. They’d just gotten home from Mass, and he’d barely glanced at her during the
            sign of the peace. The air in their house had felt thick, as if they were walking through smog. Every noise was sharp and
            punctuated. He slammed cabinet doors; she yanked on the shower handle; he kicked his shoes off aggressively; she plunked her
            keys down in their yellow bowl with a little extra oomph. Each noise was a shot through the air—an I’m not okay reminder to the other person, as loud as they could scream it without having to actually talk. 
         

         
         But there were some unavoidable facts, the first of which was the baby currently practicing jujitsu inside her stomach. All
            of this stress couldn’t be good for her. She was due in three short weeks, and now was the worst time imaginable to be having
            the biggest fight of their entire relationship. 
         

         
         So, fine—they should talk. 

         
         “What?” he asked. 

         
         “Like this. Like you stomping around and ignoring me,” she said, conveniently leaving out that she, too, was stomping around and ignoring him. 

         
         “You were mad,” he said, conveniently leaving out that he, too, was mad. You really could have an entire argument accusing
            somebody else of feeling your feelings, Erin realized. 
         

         
         “We have the farewell dinner at the Baumhaus next weekend,” she said. “It’s a big night. And I don’t want to go to it . . .
            like this.” I don’t want to have a baby like this either.

         
         Thomas nodded, plopping down into the chair next to her. “Me neither.” 

         
         Erin ran her hand through her hair. “I wish you would have told me about the therapist.” The light in the kitchen felt too
            bright. She hated the ugly light fixture they had over the table, and made a mental note to shop for a new one. She wanted
            everything in the house perfect before the baby came, or she knew she’d be rocking a two-week-old and eyeing that hideous
            thing twenty-four hours a day. 
         

         
         “I should have,” he admitted. “But I didn’t want you to get upset and judgy. Which you did.” A defense rose in her throat,
            but she swallowed it the best she could. “I’m just sad, and I don’t . . . know what to do. I don’t want to be like this when
            the baby comes. I want to be . . . there.” 
         

         
         The baby. Their perfect life that they’d somehow created, after more failures than Erin could bear to count, and he was sad? So depressed he needed a shrink? It was like he had this whole other side of himself that he’d kept from her. That he’d rather pay someone to tell about
            than tell his very own wife. 
         

         
         “You’re sad,” she repeated hollowly. 

         
         “It’s not about you,” he said desperately. “I just couldn’t stop thinking about . . . you know. The other ones. At the weirdest times, like in the middle of court. And early in the morning. And you never wanted to talk about it.” 

         
         “You didn’t either,” she said, accusation lacing her words. But she knew that wasn’t exactly true. He had brought it up, more often than she had. He’d wanted to pray about names. He’d wanted to talk to Father Joel. She’d danced
            around it, every single time. She’d talked about next steps and weekend plans. It felt like a big door in her brain, ominous
            and dark. Who knew what lay beyond it? Who knew what kind of monsters were there, waiting for her? 
         

         
         Thomas glanced at his phone and saw the time. “We have to go,” he said. “My mom’s expecting us.” They were supposed to go
            to the Baumhaus. It was the last Sunday brunch, which had been Thomas’s favorite meal ever since he was a kid. He’d eaten
            Sunday brunch at the Baumhaus almost every week for twenty-nine years, save for his years at UW. Next weekend would be a private
            event, her own baby shower. And just a week after that, the farewell dinner, and then the supper club would no longer be theirs.
            
         

         
         Of course they had to go. Earrings in, lipstick applied. Smile for the camera. “Thomas—”

         
         “There’s nothing more to say,” he bit out. “I’m dealing with it. It’s fine. Let’s go. We can’t be late.” 

         
         They could be late, but they wouldn’t be. God forbid Erin and Thomas be five minutes late. Hilary would waltz in when she pleased with paint under her fingernails. Cass would join a goddamn cult and return with nary an excuse and the world’s flimsiest apology. Neither of them had even gone to church beforehand, waving at Remy from across the aisle. But Erin and Thomas would be there on time. 

         
         

         Remy glanced at the door of the supper club as her son and daughter-in-law walked in. They looked frustrated with one another,
            as they did so often these days. It was probably the baby. That amount of change could put pressure on any marriage. At least
            they were on time. Hilary and Cass, who hadn’t even been at Mass, still weren’t there. It was the last brunch of the Baumhaus’s
            life, and they were supposed to have it together. 
         

         
         Although Remy would be late too. She motioned to the table she’d had saved, and they walked over, Thomas pulling out Erin’s
            chair. Remy wondered how her daughter-in-law would even reach the table, she was so huge. She smiled. Her fifth grandchild,
            and one they’d all prayed so hard for. She couldn’t wait to meet her. 
         

         
         The reporter in front of her cleared her throat, and Remy snapped back to attention. The girl was getting a bit annoyed, which
            was understandable—Remy kept being interrupted by well-wishers and Port Holcombians enjoying their last few bites of cheesy
            scrambled eggs. Remy thought it would add a nice touch to the newspaper story, but the girl seemed as if she were on some
            kind of time crunch. 
         

         
         But what makes a supper club special? the reporter had asked Remy only a minute before. A piece in the Lake Country Times about the Baumhaus—they would have loved press like that back in the day. Joseph would have framed it, maybe. Now, it made Remy feel old. As if someone had come to study the dying art of a Sunday brunch. She wished this girl could have come to see the place in its heyday, when people were playing euchre at the tables late into the night and her own children were sneaking licks of hot fudge in the kitchen. When Joseph was holding court discussing the latest Green Bay Packers game. 

         
         Remy had so many stories, but she could see the boredom in the reporter’s eyes as she looked around. The girl was a baby;
            younger than Thomas, even. She didn’t remember what it was like, when the place where you ate dinner was the center of your
            town. Now you could tappity-tap-tap on your phone and get anything you wanted delivered to your front door. No need to put
            on real pants, a bit of makeup. No need to sit next to Gianna and Bo Weisz and see photos of their new grandson, or to hear
            from Judith Tyler about how each of her five daughters was doing at their various endeavors. No need to hear updates on Stephen
            Stradel’s cancer or argue over the merits of rebuilding Port Holcomb High School, even though the property taxes would shoot
            through the roof. No need for stories, no need to give anyone else attention. Netflix, after all, was right there. 
         

         
         So what made a supper club special? Nothing, really. Nothing except the people in it. 

         
         

         “The thing is,” said Hilary, “it’s not really something you can life hack.” 

         
         “What isn’t?” asked Cass, taking a long sip of her lemonade. Since high school, she never drank that much. And Erin was roughly the size of a beluga whale. That meant Hilary was the only one drinking at the table, no matter how many times Remy insisted that a glass of red wine was good for pregnant women. But damn, she’d miss these Bloody Marys. Hilary used to have more guilt that she hadn’t given up drinking when she’d asked Nathan to. They could have done it together. Would it have made all the difference? Doubtful. But she still considered it, as she nursed her frosty glass. 

         
         “Mothering,” said Hilary. “You know, all those lists? Seven Hacks for a Cleaner Baseboard.” 

         
         “Three Ways to Get Your Kids to Eat Greens,” pointed out Erin. 

         
         “What are greens?” asked Eloise. 

         
         “Vegetables, babe,” Cass told her. “How’s the mac and cheese?” 

         
         The three Simon women (well, a Simon-then-Morgan-now-question-mark, a Simon-then-Jablonski-then-Simon-again, and a Willieg-now-Simon)
            sat at the corner table, under the harsh fluorescent lighting of the Baumhaus. Their matriarch was behind the bar, laughing
            with Ginny Rogers about something. Probably her granddaughter’s online dating hijinks; those were always a hit at the Baumhaus
            bar. Poor Caitlin Rogers had no idea that an entire supper club loved to hear about her Friday night adventures with Weird
            Gamer Guy or Creepy Mustache Bro. 
         

         
         “It’s good,” said Eloise, taking a giant spoonful of her brunch. “Can I go outside with the other kids?” 

         
         Hilary busied herself with rearranging the mashed potatoes on her plate. Her three were out on the dock with Thomas, who seemed to be pissed at Erin for God knew why. Cass had made Eloise sit at the table and eat an actual brunch, not the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches Hilary had thrown at her three on the way here. But they treated the Baumhaus like one giant playground; they weren’t about to sit and lick a plate of mac and cheese when there was a dock to jump off. 

         
         Cass sighed. “Two more big bites. And we don’t have your life jacket . . .” 

         
         “Thomas is out there,” said Erin. 

         
         Cass pursed her lips and seemed to be debating something. She looked like their dad when she did that. 

         
         A few years ago, Hilary would have rolled her eyes. She probably would have even told Cass to get over herself. Why did she
            think she was so much better than everyone else, keeping her kid so much safer? Didn’t she realize that by being Helicopter Mom of the Century, she was keeping Eloise back from valuable childhood experiences
            like jumping off a dock with your cousins during a surprisingly warm Wisconsin spring? 
         

         
         But Cass had only been back for eight days. Eight days, after radio silence for two years. Hilary was still trying to discern
            what was too tender to touch or what could be handled with care. 
         

         
         “Okay,” she said. “Just—stay close to Uncle Thomas on the dock.” 

         
         Eloise took off like a rocket, and Cass watched her go. The way she looked at her almost made Hilary feel like a terrible
            mother. When she could sit and eat dinner without her kids, she felt peace. Delight, even. Cass seemed anxious if Eloise was
            ever more than four feet away from her. Her sister often made Hilary feel like a bad mom, if she was being honest. Cass just
            seemed so happy to see Eloise all of the time, so delighted when her daughter walked in a room. Every morning when she heard the twins’ gentle pitter-patter upstairs, she sighed and tried to push down her frustration. Her beloved quiet morning with coffee was over, and the nitty-gritty work had to begin. 

         
         Sometimes, Hilary wasn’t sure if you could be a good artist with kids. If you could give your paintings the time and space they deserved. She remembered reading about
            how Susan B. Anthony, the famous suffrage activist, never got married because she wanted to give her whole life to the cause.
            Perhaps that was how artists were supposed to be, too—singularly focused on the goal of cultivating their talent until they
            were finally great. 
         

         
         “Remind us of the question,” said Erin, nodding toward Cass’s phone. 

         
         Cass nodded and read the letter again. 

         
         “ ‘Dear Mama Llama,’ ” she said. “ ‘I’m about to be traveling with my three kids, ages five and under, on a seven-hour road
            trip. I’m absolutely terrified! I want to let them watch movies on their tablets, but I’ve been reading a lot about how damaging
            screen time is for kids. What should I do to keep them entertained on such a long drive? From, the Mom Mobile.’ ” 
         

         
         “If I ever call myself a Mom Mobile, shoot me,” said Hilary flatly. 

         
         “Even I’m cringing,” said Erin with a wince. 
         

         
         “What I was saying is that the trip is probably just going to be hard,” said Hilary. “She’s looking for a way to make it easy,
            but it isn’t going to be. You can’t hack your way into an easy road trip with kids. Even if she just hands them iPads.” 
         

         
         “But you’re all about the screen time,” said Cass. 

         
         Hilary bit back her instinct, which was to say And I’m a single mom because my husband was a raging alcoholic dickhead, not because I thought I was such a better parent
               than him that I took my kids and left in the dead of night for a cult. 

         
         “I’m not all about the screen time. I let them watch TV, but Nathan bought them those Nintendos. Besides, it’s not about screen time or not screen time,” said
            Hilary. “It’s about . . . if all we ever do is placate these little heathens, the instant they don’t get what they want they’re
            going to be way worse.” 
         

         
         “I think you have a point,” said Erin. “My friend from law school was telling me about how she drives her kids from Madison
            to the Northwoods a few times every summer, and she’s alone a lot because of her husband’s crazy work travel schedule. I asked
            how she did it, and she said they’ve just been doing it for so long that they’re used to it. They get, like, a single library
            book and stop for ice cream. Badda bing badda boom. They know how to be bored.” 
         

         
         “And their mom knows how to let them be bored and not feel like the world’s shittiest mother if someone starts crying,” Hilary
            pointed out. They waved away the waitress who had ambled over, listless. This was their last brunch at the Baumhaus, and they’d
            sit here for six hours if they felt like it. 
         

         
         Cass nodded thoughtfully, typing something into her phone. “But what if she’s exhausted? And she just needs a minute to listen
            to her own music and stuff?” 
         

         
         “She still can!” said Hilary. “The sooner she learns to tune out constant whining the better. They’ll get over it sooner rather
            than later, and then you can all have a car ride in peace.” 
         

         
         “Peace with whining kids?” asked Cass, sounding slightly skeptical. She typed a little more. 

         
         “Peace comes from within,” said Hilary. “Kids crying does not mean something is wrong. It doesn’t mean you’re doing something
            bad.”
         

         
         “You’re very wise today, Yoda,” said Erin. 

         
         “Listen, padawans,” said Hilary. “Ignoring the Whine of the Monsters is The Way.”
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         “It’s perfect,” said Cass. 

         
         She was telling the truth. The house was stunning—a two-story cottage up in Riverton, home of cute ice cream shops and Riverton
            College. It was down a long wooded road bordered with evergreens, secluded from the rest of the world and its dangers. 
         

         
         “Don’t you love it?” said Lacey. 

         
         “I do,” said Cass wistfully. “I’m just going to miss you.” It was true. Lacey would be moving to Riverton with Sophie and attempting to get the Mommune off the ground. A house of mom influencers who could focus on raising their kids together and sharing their parenting insight with the world. Cass had begged her to find something closer to Port Holcomb, but Lacey was keen to go somewhere with more activities for the kids. A navy-blue pond; the woods so vast they felt like a magical forest; a child-friendly play café that had been featured on the news. Making it child-friendly was essential, Lacey explained. Port Holcomb had always struck Cass as extremely child-friendly—tons of playgrounds, and every restaurant was more than happy to bring kids fruit cups and crayons while they waited for food. But Lacey had pointed out that those playgrounds tended to be made with dangerous materials, and moms should really be cooking at home. It promoted the family, which should be the center of society. Even paper plates or pre-bought meals from Costco made Lacey turn up her nose. 

         
         “You know what I’m going to say,” said Lacey. 

         
         “I do.” 

         
         “I don’t know how I’ll manage without you,” said Lacey, squeezing her hand. “You’re not just—my employee or whatever, okay? You’re my best friend. The door is always open.” 
         

         
         Cass pictured it, in her darkest moments. Waking up in the morning without Jesse next to her. The freedom of being Eloise’s
            parent, strong and alone, away from the opinions of others. Ever since a blowup at Erin and Thomas’s wedding involving a car
            seat, she and Hilary didn’t say a word about each other’s children. Remy came by, but things were awkward and forced. Remy
            and Jesse would give each other tight-lipped smiles, as if they both agreed that Cass was the problem and they were the normal
            ones. The only one who even tried to understand was her dad. 
         

         
         “Just let Mom help, honey,” Joseph kept saying, as Cass and Eloise sipped lemonades at the Baumhaus and Jesse goofed off with
            Thomas like they were back in high school. Her golden retriever of a brother had lost a lot of light in his eyes lately and
            Jesse was always trying to cheer Thomas up. “That’s what grandmas are for.” 
         

         
         He didn’t understand. How could he? Remy had her gifts. She was hardworking and funny. She loved Eloise. But she could not be trusted to keep people safe. She was too cavalier, too insistent upon everyone having their own freedom yet somehow simultaneously too holier-than-thou. Nobody knew that better than Cass. 

         
         Cass was lucky to have her daughter at all. She wasn’t letting her out of her sight. 

         
         That night, after a long day of packing Lacey’s clothes and Sophie’s toys, she went home to Jesse and Eloise. Jesse was feeding
            her mac and cheese while she ignored the broccoli he’d haphazardly thrown on her tray. 
         

         
         “You need to cut those smaller,” she said, nodding toward the vegetable. Eloise squealed with joy, waving to her mother. 

         
         Jesse glanced at them. “They’re fine, Cass. They’re tiny pieces. How was your day?” 

         
         She took a knife and began slowly cutting the broccoli into small florets. She should put it in the blender, maybe make it
            as a sauce for her pasta so it was more appealing. 
         

         
         “Cass?” asked Jesse. She didn’t answer him. 

         
         

         She started having dreams. 

         
         Her dreams were always, always about leaving Eloise places. Forgetting her in the car. Wandering the grocery store aisles,
            selecting the perfect apple before realizing her daughter wasn’t in the cart. Once she was at a Packers game. She didn’t even
            like football, but it was almost halftime before she realized she’d left Eloise alone in her crib without anyone to watch
            her. She’d scream, her heart pounding, and hurry toward home. But she’d always wake up before she got there. 
         

         
         

         “Cass,” her mother said, arguing with her over how much of her Halloween candy Eloise could eat in one night, “why are you so worked
            up about this?”
         

         
         “Cass,” her dad asked, quietly, when she swung by the Baumhaus. “Are you doing all right, kiddo? You need anything? Should we get
            lunch, just you and me?” 
         

         
         “Cass,” Erin said, as they watched Eloise swing at the playground, pointing her toes to the clouds, “do you think I’d be a good
            mother?”
         

         
         “Cass,” Lacey reminded her, scrolling through the photos of the new house. “We could really make a difference. We could change
            people’s lives. We could help other mothers. Isn’t that what you want? Isn’t that what we’re made for?”
         

         
         “Cass,” Hilary complained, reaching over and pushing Cass’s phone down as she scrolled on her sister’s couch. “Stop. Let’s talk.
            Look away from the internet for five freaking seconds and be with me.”
         

         
         “Cass,” A. J. Hommen mumbled in her ear, his breath hot. 
         

         
         “Cass,” Jesse asked. Always Jesse. “Cass? Honey? Are you okay?” 
         

         
         

         Every single evening, Cass had an English muffin with peanut butter for a bedtime snack. She looked forward to it all day,
            honestly. Like a protein-filled light at the end of the tunnel of her long, monotonous days. And on her last day of work as
            Lacey’s assistant, that was what she thought of, as she hugged her former boss tight, nearly inhaling her. 
         

         
         “Remember,” Lacey said again. “The door is always open.” 

         
         Who would Cass be now, without DMs to answer and videos to edit? Lacey needed to find a new assistant who was ready to commit to the Mommune project. It was the future—feminine women banding together, living up to their fullest motherhood potential. And who would help Cass? She had nobody to tell her which shoes to choose for Eloise, nobody to ask her how she felt when Eloise had a meltdown. Nobody to sit with her in the excruciating numbness being a mom could bring about, no matter how fulfilled you felt, no matter how much love pumped through your veins. 

         
         Jesse, the voice in the back of her head tried to remind her. Yes, Jesse was supposed to be that person, wasn’t he? Jesse, who
            loved her. Had loved her. Loved her still, maybe, but how could that be? She was an entirely different person from the teenager
            he’d once met. She was a mother now. 
         

         
         You don’t talk to me anymore, he’d said last night, quietly, as they drifted off to sleep. As if ten p.m. was the perfect time for a conversation about
            their days. As if she just sat around all day, staring into space, doing absolutely nothing but dreaming of ways to neglect
            him. Just one more task on her to-do list. One more way she was failing. But had they ever really talked? Had Jesse ever been
            the person she loved, or was he just someone who’d thrown out a life raft when she was sinking? 
         

         
         Now, the aloneness pressed in on her as she gave Eloise a final kiss on her forehead. She smiled sleepily, and Cass felt two
            unexplainable, contradictory surges—one of total, all-encompassing love and one of the deepest resentment a person could feel.
            She was a monster. She shoved the second one down and yanked the first one up, clutching it tightly to her heart, letting
            it lick her wounds. 
         

         
         She went to the kitchen and opened the pantry. Jesse was out with Thomas. She took out the peanut butter jar, which felt—light.
            Too light. 
         

         
         She opened the top, finding it empty. The last few smears of Justin’s peanut butter with honey swirled around the very bottom, not even a teaspoonful. 

         
         And oh, she was furious. 

         
         It was about the peanut butter jar, and it wasn’t about the peanut butter jar. It was about always having to be the one who
            took the garbage out. Jesse had never, not a single time, thought wow, this is full and proceeded to yank that bag out of the can and tie those little string handles together. It was about late-night feedings
            and early morning wake-ups. It was about the stupid elephant costume. It was about the broccoli never being cut small enough,
            meaning Cass had yet another job to do. It was about interrupted showers, someone always poking their head in to ask if she
            was almost done. It was about that same person, that same, stupid Jesse, wanting to put his hands on her at night, wanting her to give yet another thing. It was about women, women throughout history, women being told what to do and told what to do and told what to do, then shamed for not doing it better. Not being allowed
            to vote or own property or credit cards; being told they were too screechy or Too Online. It was about talking without being
            heard. It was about A. J. Hommen. It was about the fact that she couldn’t get a scoop of goddamn peanut butter, because there was
            Jesse, taking what he wanted when he wanted it and putting the empty peanut butter jar back in the pantry without getting
            in his car and driving to Piggly fucking Wiggly or the Corner Store he was at every single day, for once in his life. It was
            about—
         

         
         There he was, walking in the door. Putting down the mail. Putting it down on the counter. Putting it down where Cass would have to get it, and sort it, and organize it. Putting it down on the counter Cass had wiped off. Putting it down. 

         
         “Hey,” he said casually. This was just another Tuesday evening, coming home after a late dinner to his wife and daughter.
            Hey. 
         

         
         Hey, this. Cass cocked her arm back and threw that jar. And when she threw that jar, when she threw that jar like a football,
            when she threw that jar like a football and it soared through the air, when she threw that jar like a football and it soared
            through the air and it hit the wall behind Jesse’s head with a thunk, time stopped. 
         

         
         He stared at her, and she felt her heart beating in her head. 

         
         “Oh my God,” he said quietly. 
         

         
         “I—you—it was empty. It—” 

         
         “Oh my God, Cass. Oh my God.” 

         
         She pushed her hands to her eyes. Boom, boom, boom, her heart sang. 
         

         
         “I can’t— Oh my God,” he stuttered. 

         
         “Stop saying that.” 
         

         
         Jesse walked past her. “Eloise?” he called. 

         
         “She’s asleep.” 

         
         “Eloise? Sweetheart?” 

         
         “She’s asleep!” Cass practically shrieked. “Do not wake her up!” 
         

         
         Jesse stared at her. Her heart was beating so vigorously, Cass was surprised she couldn’t hear it. 

         
         “Okay. You need—you need to go for a walk,” said Jesse. “You need to put down your phone, and get out of this house, and—”
            
         

         
         “All you had to do was buy the peanut butter,” Cass babbled. She wasn’t making any sense. There was nothing more infuriating than making perfect sense to yourself but none to anyone else. 

         
         “Cass,” said Jesse, his voice cracking, “every time I buy something, it’s wrong. The ingredients, or the brand—” 

         
         “I get the same kind every single time—” 

         
         “You told me never to buy groceries again! You said—”
         

         
         “It was the middle of the night, Jesse!” She remembered that night. The absolute fury of being confronted with the wrong brand
            of string cheese at two a.m. You could want to kill someone for taking out the garbage wrong, and you could want to kill someone
            for not taking it out at all. You could be desperate for help and feel like that help was poison. “I was exhausted! I—” 
         

         
         “You just threw a jar at my head!” he shouted, and for a moment, both of them stopped in the silence of that truth. Yes. That had happened. 
         

         
         “I’ll go. Okay? I’ll just go for a walk. You go to sleep, maybe. Go to sleep and we’ll talk in the morning. But leave Eloise in
            there. Take a Unisom.” 
         

         
         “I will.” 

         
         “Promise?” 

         
         “I swear.” 

         
         He left, walking right back out the door. He stepped over the peanut butter jar, not even picking it up to throw it away. 
         

         
         And that was when Cass knew. 

         
         She went into her room and grabbed the orange duffel bag she’d had since dance team in high school. She threw things into it—a couple of sweatshirts, some underwear, her toothbrush. She didn’t need much. But Eloise needed a lot. That would take longer. No, screw it; she’d buy more toys. All Eloise needed was her mother. 

         
         She picked her up, feeling the sweet satin raspberry-colored nightgown against her arms. 

         
         “Mama?” Eloise blinked her eyes open sleepily. “Where are we going?” 

         
         “Home,” Cass said. 

         
         

         She drove them to her parents’ house. She wanted to just go, to just drive to Riverton and not look back, but there was one
            person she couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to. 
         

         
         “Cass,” Joseph told her, “don’t do this.” 

         
         Cass clutched Eloise to her, who was still half asleep. The sun had fully set now. Surely Jesse would be arriving back at
            their house, finding it empty. He’d be terrified. She left a note, so that he wouldn’t call the police. She told him where
            she was going, but just barely—with Lacey. The Mommune. I can’t do this. No address, no details. 
         

         
         She sat on her parents’ couch, clutching her phone. Her connection to Lacey. Her phone was her lifeline, her moat. It protected
            her. It lowered her blood pressure simply to hold it. 
         

         
         “Cass, think it through,” snapped Hilary, because of course Hilary was there. Damn her stupid sister. Cass hated her, and not in the way everyone kind of hates their sister sometimes. She really, truly hated the woman in front of her, the woman who walked through life so laissez-faire, as if she were the character in a painting instead of a real-life wife and mother. Hilary had been eating dinner with Remy and Joseph, which she often did when she didn’t feel like cooking. Her kids were in the backyard. It was too late for them to be up. 

         
         “Cass?” Her brother burst in, and man! Why did her family always have to do this? Bring in Thomas, as if he were some kind
            of superhero? Thomas is here, you could almost see in everyone’s faces. Always the baby, but always the fixer. Thomas smoothed over problems with his
            charm and his intelligence. The girls might be a mess, but Thomas had been in law school. Thomas had a wife with a pretty
            ring on her finger. Thomas would be a great father one day, if only Erin could try and stay pregnant. Cool, sturdy Thomas.
         

         
         “What’s he doing here?” Cass and Hilary said at the exact same time. Remy was in the kitchen, pretending to be busy. Anger:
            the place where pain and denial went together to get married. Cass was angry. She was furious that her dad had done this.
            Her quick goodbye was becoming a not-quick intervention. 
         

         
         “I called him,” said Joseph. “We need to have a family meeting.” 

         
         “Erin went out back with the kids,” Thomas said. “Told her she should sit this one out. Geez, Cass, I was just getting dinner
            with Jesse and he’s telling me he’s all worried about you, and now— What? What’s going on with you?”
         

         
         “Nothing to sit out. I just wanted to say goodbye to Dad. Jesus,” said Cass. 

         
         “Can’t say goodbye to Jesus, Cass,” Joseph said, dead serious. “He’s everywhere.” 

         
         “That’s not what I—” Cass buried her face in her hands. “Can you stop? Please. Everyone just stop. I’m going. We need a change
            of scenery.” 
         

         
         “Without your husband?” asked Hilary. 
         

         
         Cass gave her a look. For God’s sake, she was one to talk. Hilary had gone off without her husband, hadn’t she? Kicked him
            right out of the house. But the jar-throwing thing— Oh, God. She could never tell Hilary that, not after what Hilary had told
            her about Nathan and the glass. 
         

         
         “Hilary Rose,” said Joseph quietly, “let’s turn down the judgment and up the understanding. You’re overwhelmed, Cassie Bear?
            Is that it? I’ve been telling you to let us help. Maybe that job is too much. Maybe—” 
         

         
         “It’s not Lacey,” Cass spat out. Lacey was the only thing that kept her going. Lacey was what held her feet to the floor and
            kept her rooted when these winds of pain threatened to carry her away. She would die without Lacey Garrick. “It’s needing
            to get away from all of you.” 
         

         
         She would not forget the looks on their faces. Not after she buckled Eloise in her seat as she slowly drifted back off to
            sleep. Not after she ignored call after call from Jesse, even after he left her a sobbing voicemail, even after Thomas cussed
            her out via text message. She didn’t even know he knew those words. Thomas was not the type to cuss people out, but he did,
            hurling words at her like bullets. She sped down the interstate, her eyes not on where she’d been but where she was going.
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         A few days later, their newest letter was live on The Hive. 

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Mom Mobile, 

                  We all understand the desperate desire for a little peace in the car. When you feel like life is, to quote our matriarch Dolly
                     Parton, “all takin’ and no givin’,” it’s tempting to call in the assistants of Bluey, Pooh Bear, or Mickey Mouse to assist.
                     And doing all of this solo? You are a warrior, make no mistake. It feels hard because it is hard: full stop. 
                  

                  But the Llama is concerned something a bit deeper might be going on. In your attempt to pacify a hard situation, you might
                     be falling for the lie that the easiest way to do something is the best way to do it. That eliminating the opportunity for
                     your kids to daydream and be bored and play the license plate game is worth it. Or the biggest lie of all: that if your kid
                     is having a hard time, it says something about you. 
                  

                  Sometimes, in our eagerness to be an exceptional mother, our goal becomes keeping our kids from getting upset. But when we’re upset, we build up resilience. We also get creative about how to solve problems. It activates the parts of our brain that turn us into overcomers, so that we’re not the type of people who are having meltdowns about the grocery store clerk not accepting expired coupons. We become people capable of awe and wonder instead of people who need flashing lights to keep our prefrontal cortexes activated. We live our lives. 

                  Really great moms have kids who throw fits. Fits in the grocery store, and fits in restaurants, and fits in the car. Really
                     great moms have kids who sob their faces off without an iPad. Really great moms have kids who struggle with being bored. Maybe
                     the deeper question you’re asking isn’t whether or not to give your kid an iPad, but whether or not you need one to make yourself
                     a good mom. 
                  

                  You are a good mom. That may be difficult to hear, when kids are kicking the back of your car seat and howling like a demon
                     from the netherworlds. But it’s true. 
                  

                  Love, 

                  Mama Llama

                  PS: Don’t forget that the best part of road trips is gas station snacks. Just let them get the M&M’s. 

               

            

         
         Cass scrolled through the comments. 

         
         
            
               
                  Literally sobbing. Needed this SO badly. 

                  Thank you, thank you, THANK YOU. Moms need a freaking permission slip, not a lecture on the evils of screen time. 

                  Can I hire Mama Llama to be my personal guru? 

                  Mama Llama 4 President. Who’s with me? 

               

            

         
         Cass put her face as close to the screen as she could. These people didn’t know her. They didn’t know the things she’d done.
            She soaked up the affirmation, letting it rain over her skin.
         

         
         Then, a phone call came through her laptop and phone simultaneously and so loudly that she threw herself backward. She was
            surprised. And she was so surprised by the noise, so eager to make it stop so that it wouldn’t wake a sleeping-in Eloise,
            so distracted by the showers of praise, that she reached for her phone and quickly answered it. 
         

         
         “Hello?” she whispered. 

         
         “Cassandra Morgan? Is this Cassandra Morgan? Cass?” 

         
         “Yes. Who’s this?” 

         
         “This is Patty Madix. I’m a reporter for The Pacific, and I’m working on a piece about Lacey Garrick’s mommune. I’ve talked to quite a few of the former moms— Well. They’re still moms, obviously. Former residents of the Mommune. And I’d really, really like to get your side of the story. I’ve emailed . . .” 

         
         Cass’s heart sped up like a dog let off the leash. She was going to throw up. Her stomach churned with acid, shooting raw
            emotion up her throat until it sprang out of her mouth. 
         

         
         “I can’t talk to you,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm. 

         
         “Cass, I know you were trying to do a good thing,” Patty said quickly. She knew? She didn’t know anything. “I just have a
            few questions. Ten minutes.” 
         

         
         Cass fingered the carpet beneath her. “I was trying to help moms. I was trying to help.” 
         

         
         “I know that! Anna Kate said you were some of the moms’ saving grace at times. But there are questions, too. How involved
            in recruitment for the Mommune were you? Did you tell Nicole Williams to—” 
         

         
         “I didn’t—I didn’t make anyone do anything. But I’m sorry for what I did. And I wish I’d never met Lacey. Okay? That’s my
            statement or whatever.” 
         

         
         “Cass—”

         
         “Don’t call me again,” said Cass. She hung up, and before she could second-guess herself, she blocked the number.

         
         

         “Let’s see it, Fiona!” Hilary shouted. 

         
         Her daughter jogged off the bench, her eyes set and determined. Everyone called Fiona a mini-Nathan and in some ways, it was true. She had his high cheekbones and his athleticism. She could run faster than any other fifth-grade girl at school. She wasn’t one for sitting and painting; she was much more likely to be jumping off a pier or swinging off a rope swing. 

         
         But there were plenty of times Hilary saw herself in her daughter. Those steely eyes, and the way she would conquer what she
            went after. Fiona was the kind of kid who always got seated next to naughty boys in elementary school, because she’d keep
            them in their place. Say what you wanted about nature versus nurture, but that was pure Hilary. 
         

         
         Nathan was next to her, and they were doing that awkward small-talk thing they were forced to do at Fiona’s soccer games.
            Nathan was a much better parent now than he had been while they were married, a fact that Hilary hated. Why couldn’t he have
            gotten his shit together when they were together? Why couldn’t he have come to Fiona’s dance recitals and her parent-teacher
            meetings? Now that she was in soccer and he was sober, he was Doting Dad of the Year. The kids had never mentioned him dating
            anyone, but in Hilary’s worst moments, she felt a rot wrapping around her heart: that someday, some other woman would get
            the Nathan that Hilary had deserved. The Nathan Hilary had been promised. All of the good things, like the sense of humor and fortitude, and none of the bad—the empty Hamm’s cans clanking around
            in his trunk. 
         

         
         “She’s doing great with her left,” said Nathan, nodding toward her daughter. “She been working on it?” 

         
         “Yeah,” said Hilary. “In the backyard.” 

         
         Fiona dribbled up the field around two different defenders and shot hard with her left foot, missing the goal by an inch. Everyone crowed, nobody louder than Nathan. He was trying to be loving, to be engaged, but it would devastate Fiona to hear that. Hilary groaned inwardly—Fiona was ridiculously hard on herself, another unfortunate Hilary trait. She’d be mad about that goal for the rest of the day. 

         
         “Hilary.” She turned, and there he was. Jesse Morgan. Former brother-in-law. Kind of current brother-in-law. She couldn’t
            quite tell. More brother than in-law, though. 
         

         
         “Jesse. Oh my God.” She stood. Should they hug? They should hug, right? She leaned in and gave him a hug, nice and loose,
            barely touching. Port Holcomb was a small place. 
         

         
         “Hey, man,” said Nathan, not even bothering to stand up. Nathan and Jesse hadn’t exactly gotten along. They hadn’t openly
            disliked each other, necessarily, they just hadn’t clicked. Nathan was rougher around the edges; he made jokes without thinking
            about how they’d be received and assumed a level of familiarity that Jesse had always seemed to think you had to earn. But
            then again, people in Port Holcomb were always suspicious of people they hadn’t gone to high school with. 
         

         
         “Hey.” Jesse nodded toward him. 

         
         “What are you doing here?” Hilary asked. 

         
         He thumbed over to the other end of the soccer complex. Port Holcomb’s soccer fields were massive and sprawling; the town
            was the home of the entire Lake Country rec soccer league. “The Corner Store sponsors a 7U team. Sometimes I like to catch
            the games. The kids love it.” 
         

         
         “I bet they do.” 

         
         “Fiona plays now, right? Thomas mentioned it.” Hilary knew Jesse still saw Thomas and Erin. She suddenly felt a deep surge of missing Jesse—sweet Jesse Morgan, who they’d all known since they were kids, with his gentle eyes and giant truck. Jesse, who never had a bad word to say about anybody. Her loyalty to Cass was there, too, and it prevented her from buying so much as a banana from the Corner Store. But it was all so unfair, in the way that family spats were. 

         
         “She does. She started kind of late, but she’s incredible. Dance gave her all of this endurance, even though she hated it.”
            
         

         
         “Ha. That’s awesome. I’d really like to get Eloise into it, but . . .” He waved a hand. 

         
         “Cass doesn’t want her to play soccer?” asked Hilary. 

         
         “Eh, Cass isn’t that into sports. You’d think she’d want her to dance, but she doesn’t want her to do that either. Which is
            fine. I mean, she’s six.” 
         

         
         “Right.” Hilary didn’t say what she was thinking, which was that any kids who seriously played sports usually started by six.
            Certainly that was true for dance. Fiona hadn’t started soccer until last year and she’d been so terrible she’d barely played
            the entire year. She had friends who traveled around the country with their seven-year-olds, taking them to tournaments and
            buying them $300 monogrammed soccer bags. You couldn’t make the high school team if you didn’t play club in middle school,
            and you couldn’t make the club teams in middle school if you weren’t amazing by fifth grade, and you wouldn’t be amazing by
            fifth grade if you didn’t start in pre-K. It was bizarre, but it was a system she was currently part of. And of course, it
            all cost a billion dollars. The registration fees alone were expensive, and that didn’t include the jerseys and duffel bags
            and travel costs if you played travel ball. They split everything fifty-fifty, which made Hilary wince a bit—Nathan had such
            deeper pockets than she did, even with his child support payments. Then again, she wasn’t about to be the one who made a stink
            about money. 
         

         
         She remembered being pregnant with Fiona, and lying in bed with Nathan wondering about what Fiona would be interested in. If she’d run track, like he had, or love art, like Hilary. What color her eyes would be. What she would care about. They’d lain next to each other, elbows touching, and talked about it for hours. 

         
         “It’s good to see you, Jess,” said Hilary. She meant it. “Have you seen . . .” 

         
         He cleared his throat. “Uh, I saw her at drop-off. You know. When I took Eloise for the night last week.” 

         
         “Right.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I didn’t know if—since she’s back . . .” 

         
         He shrugged. “I don’t either.” 

         
         “But no?” 

         
         “No,” he said, not unkindly. And Hilary felt it again, that anger she had at her sister. Fair or unfair. She wasn’t sure. But Cass had such a good thing waiting for her. And she continued
            to be her dumb, stubborn self. 
         

         
         “Well, I’m sure I’ll see you around,” said Hilary. “You’re still—you’re still in the family, right? You know that, right?
            You’ve got to come to the Baumhaus’s closing night next weekend.” 
         

         
         “Yeah,” he said, nodding. They both knew there was a zero percent chance of that happening. But they both wished it could.
            “Yeah, maybe.” 
         

         
         Port Holcomb was a small place, unless you didn’t want it to be. 

         
         

         When Remy was a girl, the Baumhaus had been booked every single weekend in the summer. Weddings, funeral luncheons, graduation parties—your average tourist couldn’t get in on a Saturday night between June and August unless they were part of a gathering. Remy had been to so many wedding receptions, helping her grandmother refill ketchup bottles and scoop ice cream for grasshoppers, that she’d become something of an expert when it was her own turn to walk down the aisle. She and Joseph were broke as a joke; she knew there was no option of getting married anywhere other than the Baumhaus. But she’d learned a few hacks along the way. No fish, for instance—it was hard to keep warm, and people could be so picky about how their fish was cooked. And no letting well-meaning grandmothers help with the flowers. Too many times, she’d seen women forget to take the pollen out and guests wind up with yellow-dusted slacks or gowns. 

         
         She’d thrown all three of her children’s wedding receptions there, too. People sometimes thought she was a bit crazy—Don’t you want to enjoy the day? Ginny had asked, as Remy planned menus and ordered rib eyes. But Remy knew that the day wasn’t about her. It was about the
            girls, who would be given a much nicer reception at the Baumhaus—where they didn’t have to pay extra to rent the cutlery or
            all of that other bullshit wedding vendors snuck in there—than anything else she and Joseph could afford. Besides, the supper
            club was their home in so many ways. It was where they felt safe and joyful. It was where the start of their marriages should
            happen. 
         

         
         They’d all gotten married in the church, too, not that it had stuck for her daughters. Remy often wondered where she’d gone wrong. She’d enrolled the girls in catechism when they turned five; she’d ensured they received all of their sacraments on time and taught them the Saint Michael prayer when they had nightmares. She’d prayed for their faith to be strong and filled their home with stories of the saints. But only Thomas even went to Mass anymore. Cass said she was “spiritual, not religious,” whatever the hell that meant, and Hilary thought everyone judged her because of the divorce. But Remy knew that wasn’t true. Father Joel had assured Remy of that, patting her hand as she wept over her daughter’s circumstance, and even suggested an annulment might be possible. After all, Nathan had a disease: he couldn’t freely give himself, and Hilary wasn’t able to freely say yes when she didn’t have the proper information to consent to the sacrament. Father Joel was barely older than Hilary himself, but more fatherly than Remy’s own dad had ever been to her. Hilary had just snorted when Remy suggested the annulment, as if she thought Remy were the church’s PR person putting a spin on things. 

         
         Her daughters always treated the Catholic church as if it were a hindrance in their lives—the reason they had to get up early
            on Sundays as kids or the reason they felt guilty all the time. Well, Remy thought they felt guilty because they didn’t go
            to confession anymore, not because the church had browbeat it into them. The Catholic church had its problems; nobody could
            deny that. But the church had been there for Remy when nothing else had been. 
         

         
         Anyway. Weddings were far more stressful than the baby showers had been. And this baby shower, for Erin and Thomas’s long-awaited
            offspring, was going to be the last big event the Baumhaus threw. The next weekend would be their very last dinner service.
         

         
         “Oh my gosh! A bath kneeler!” squealed Erin. Everyone oohed and aahed, and Remy and Hilary caught each other’s gaze with a slight eye roll. Remy loved her daughter-in-law. But these gifts were off her registry; they weren’t exactly the big shocks she was making them out to be. Especially because Remy had spotted her creeping on the registry on her phone for days, seeing what was already purchased and what was 1 still need. And a bath kneeler? What even was that? 
         

         
         One of Erin’s friends—really, a wife of Thomas’s friend from law school—asked that very thing. 

         
         “It’s to kneel on when I’m giving the baby a bath,” Erin explained, as if the woman were an idiot. “In the bathroom.” 

         
         Remy had never heard of such a ridiculous thing. 

         
         She hadn’t had any of this when she’d had her three. No giant baby shower with everyone handing her gifts. No, she’d had Joseph,
            in the quiet of the night, scrubbing the crib they’d gotten from a garage sale with every bit of elbow grease he had. Her
            father had died from a heart attack a year after she’d come home from camp. And things with her mother were never the same.
            Bonnie seemed afraid to be in the same room as Remy, as if her daughter would suddenly start screaming at her for putting
            her through that mess. But her mom taught her everything she needed to know about running a supper club—from how to make the
            salads to how to restock the straws. Bonnie had learned from her mother, who’d learned from hers, and then it had been Remy’s
            turn. Her mother, with all of her flaws and fears, seemed to understand that she’d done something to Remy she would never
            be able to atone for. But she could teach Remy how to wait a table and to pour a stiff cocktail. 
         

         
         When it came to mothering, Bonnie hadn’t been the grandmotherly type. She’d given Remy and Joseph a wad of cash when Hilary was born, and was taken down by a stroke a couple of years later. The Baumhaus was Remy’s, and she wasn’t even thirty. 

         
         Remy knew this: The supper club had been a gift. A business that fed their family and a place her children could call home.
            She knew that putting her heart into the restaurant was putting her heart into her children, even if they didn’t always see
            it. But no kids of hers were going to live like she’d lived: strict curfews, watchful eyes, freedoms being taken from them
            the moment they shook their hips and asked the world who they were. Her children were going to have space, and room, and the
            world at their fingertips. Whichever world they wanted to choose. 
         

         
         So to see Erin opening things like a bathtub thermometer (if she wanted to feel the temperature of the water, why didn’t she just stick her hand in? Remy knew better than to ask) made her half want to roll her eyes and half want to beam with pride. Nobody could claim Remy
            Simon had been the perfect mother. But her daughter-in-law was getting the shower of the century, complete with little handmade
            soaps as favors from Belinda’s Bath Bombs in town. Remy had let Belinda’s daughter have her wedding reception at the Baumhaus
            with six days’ notice after their hotel in Milwaukee had a fire, and Belinda owed her one. Belinda—nobody would name a baby that these days. She wondered if Erin was going to give her daughter one of those trendy names Remy
            heard about from her friends. Belinda herself had a grandson named Trail. That had given them all a laugh. 
         

         
         Thomas showed up just as the party was ending, helping Erin heave and ho their loot into his truck. Erin didn’t want to lift so much as a blanket, but could you blame the girl? All of those losses. Remy didn’t know that sorrow, but she could feel its reverberations. 

         
         “Remember on Christmas morning, all the wrapping paper?” said Hilary, shoving handfuls of shiny pastel paper into a garbage
            bag. “Dad would have a fit if you let it so much as touch the ground. He almost threw away the presents.” 
         

         
         Remy laughed. “Oh, he did no such thing.” 

         
         “He did,” piped in Cass, who was stacking plates. The Baumhaus had been so short on waitstaff for its final weeks that the
            girls pitched in even more than usual. All they had was Rick, the grill man who’d been around since Thomas was born, and Cillian,
            who tended bar and obliged Remy by putting little pink heart straws in the Bloody Marys today. Erin was having a girl, after
            all. 
         

         
         Cass handed the plates to Eloise, who very carefully walked them over to the pile of dishes. Hilary had left Fiona and the
            boys with a sitter; she’d insisted they’d be too rambunctious during a party like this. It was the one thing that made Remy
            kind of sad about the sale: that her grandchildren wouldn’t grow up in a supper club like she had. 
         

         
         Remy looked around the Baumhaus. Her girls, both home. Her son, finally a father. Things were falling into place. Things were
            running smoothly. 
         

         
         So she didn’t know why her chest clenched like it did. She didn’t know why she felt as if any minute, all of it could be taken
            from her.
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         July turned to August. August turned to September. Where were her mother and father? Why weren’t they coming for her? 

         
         The worst part of Camp Horizons was not the heat, or the physical exertion, or the lack of decent food. It was the monotony.
            Day after day, the exact same routine, with nothing to break up the long, exhausting schedule. 
         

         
         Junior had a deck of cards. She wasn’t sure if his father knew; probably not, since the moment Jackson came out of the main
            cabin, he’d quickly shove them in his pocket. But he was bored too. He was supposed to be watching over these alleged problem
            kids, who could knife him at any moment or something, but they were all so undernourished that the rare free time they had
            was spent sitting on the ground and drawing with sticks in the dirt. He liked king’s corners, and he played it by himself.
            Her dad used to love that game. One afternoon, Remy saw that he was stuck.
         

         
         “The open space,” she whispered to him. 

         
         He looked up in surprise. “What?” 

         
         She nodded at the open space he had. “Your king goes there. Right?” 

         
         He glanced down, then back up at her. “I almost missed it. Yeah. Thanks.” He laid his king down, picked up another card. A
            red queen. It went under the king, and he’d completed his hand. 
         

         
          Tough Remy, strong Remy, brave Remy: She was faltering. She saw the other kids begging for their parents, asking to go home.
            Apologizing over and over. Occasionally, it worked. Amara told Jackson that she was ready to be a daughter to her parents
            and that she’d never touch marijuana again. She swore on her life, and said she’d dedicate it to helping other people get
            out of the hole she’d put herself in. Maybe, she said, she’d even come back and work for him one day. Be a counselor, like
            Junior. It was a bridge too far but it all seemed to work. She went home the next day. 
         

         
         She wasn’t technically allowed to say goodbye, but she hugged Remy tightly behind her tent while Jackson wasn’t looking. 

         
         “I’ll get help here,” she whispered. “Okay? Someone will come for you. Hang in there.” 

         
         

         Junior let her play cards with him. Late at night, after everyone was asleep, he’d lightly scratch on the side of her tent.
            She’d unzip it and let him in. There they’d sit, the tent illuminated by his flashlight, playing king’s corners. She was so
            tired that she should really sleep. But it was the one time of day that felt like her own, unapproved by Jackson. The one
            time of day where she could actually win. 
         

         
         Junior didn’t talk much at first. But slowly, he’d share a bit about himself. His mother was a housewife. His father ran this camp. He didn’t have siblings or grandparents. He wished he could have studied history and worked in a museum, maybe in New York or Chicago. He called her Remy, not 321. 

         
         “Why didn’t you?” asked Remy. 

         
         He looked at her. “You think you’re the only one here without choices?” 

         
         It was a warm September; Remy guessed it stayed in the seventies until the very end. No new kids showed up. The help Amara
            had promised never came. She looked down the long dirt road nearly every day, wishing desperately for a sheriff’s car or her
            very own parents. 
         

         
         She finally broke, a couple of weeks into October. She’d been there for months. It would be cold soon, and she didn’t have
            the stamina in her. Jackson had wanted to break her and he had. She went to the cabin and knocked on the door, one night after
            dinner. 
         

         
         He answered with steel in his eyes. “321. What do you want?” 

         
         She cleared her throat. It was on fire. She was sick, she was hungry, she was tired. She wanted to go home. She’d never sneak
            out again. She’d never let her lips touch alcohol. She’d do anything. 
         

         
         “I’m ready to be a good daughter to my mother and father,” she said calmly. “I’m sorry for all of the things I’ve done. I’ve
            been horrible, and I understand that. I see the error of my ways.” 
         

         
         Jackson simply stared at her, his cool blue eyes hard as steel. He looked at her, and she met his gaze. 

         
         “You know, I see a lot of bullshitters here, 321. A lot of manipulation. Mind games. I knew what I was getting into when I started this camp. I did this because I love kids. You understand that, right? I’m doing this because I love kids.” 

         
         Remy nodded. Okay. Sure. 

         
         “I do this because I’m good at it. Because what I do heals kids. And you, 321, are not healed yet. You are one of the master bullshitters. You are one of the ones I’m not even sure
            can be healed. You think I’m falling for that? Think again.” 
         

         
         He slammed the door in her face. She stood stock-still, her heart racing. That was it. Her chance. And it was gone. Was she
            going to grow to adulthood here? Be here for years, like Meggie? Die here, even? 
         

         
         A hand on her shoulder, a calming presence. It was Junior, and she was hit with the urge to hug him. She wanted to bury her
            nose into his neck. She wanted to feel his arms around her, holding her together. 
         

         
         “Next time,” he said, as quiet as the wind, “don’t make eye contact.” 

         
         

         Junior looked at her often. She could feel his eyes on her as they marched, or built a fire, or crafted a fort out of nothing
            but twigs like Jackson instructed them to. He was always looking out for her, making sure she didn’t get hurt or too exhausted.
            Why? She wasn’t sure. But it finally gave her the confidence to ask him, one night in her tent, what she’d been longing to.
            
         

         
         “What do I have to do to get out of here?” she asked quietly. 

         
         He looked at her with grief in his eyes. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.” 

         
         “I have to call my parents. You don’t understand. They’re strict, but they’re not insane. My mom would die if they knew what was really happening here. She’d come get me.” 

         
         “It sounds like she loves you a lot,” said Junior. “You’re lucky. Not a lot of kids here can say that.”

         
         “People have gone home. There has to be something I can do.” 

         
         “You’ve been so resistant for so long. He’s got it out for you. It’s a bad place to be.” 

         
         “You have to help me,” she said in a low voice. “Please.” 

         
         He licked his lips, nodded. “I can try. Okay? I can try.” 
         

         
         “Get me out of here,” she begged, laying down a nine of hearts. 

         
         The following night, Junior didn’t come to her tent. In the morning, he had a deep bruise around his eye. On the afternoon
            march, he was told by his father to stay behind. Remy was handed a rock by Scottie and told to put it in her shoe. It was
            Vanessa who snuck into her tent that night, rubbing the arches of her foot and singing her a lullaby as if she were a little
            girl. Vanessa, not 318, Remy reminded herself. 
         

         
         

         Remy wanted to try again with Jackson. He seemed in a slightly better mood. A new boy arrived, Robbie, who never spoke. He
            had tattoos on his arms that Jackson made him cover with bandages. Jackson was always happiest when he could bully new people.
            
         

         
         But when she came to him once more, this time avoiding eye contact, she’d barely gotten three words out before he’d slammed
            the door in her face. 
         

         
         “Do you think if one of us pretended to be really sick, they’d take us to a hospital?” Vanessa asked under her breath. They were supposed to be building a table out of a bunch of scrap metal Scottie had pulled out from the back of his truck. He and Jackson were over by the trees, looking at some paperwork and grumbling. Junior was sitting off to the side of the camp, staring into space. 

         
         “Someone tried that just after I got here,” Meggie muttered back. Meggie was the keeper of camp memories, as the longest veteran.
            “They brought in some doctor Jackson knows. He said she was faking it, and Jackson tied her to a tree for two days.” 
         

         
         “The phone, in the office? We could cause a distraction,” whispered Remy. “It would only take a minute for someone to call
            911. Someone would have to come check on us, wouldn’t they?” 
         

         
         “It’s risky, but it could work,” whispered Vanessa. 

         
         “I think we could get Junior to help us.” Remy pushed her sweaty hair out of her face. “I think he’s on our side.” 

         
         “I don’t think we can trust him,” whispered Meggie. “Jackson’s his father.” 
         

         
         “Hey! What are you whispering about?” shouted Jackson. 

         
         

         Their plan failed spectacularly. Remy was fast, so she’d been the one chosen to go in and make the call. They’d recruited
            silent Robbie to help with the distraction. He was big; big enough to pick up tables and throw them. Big enough to cause enough
            of a ruckus that Scottie and Jackson were both screaming at him, while Junior tried to wrestle a chair out of his hands. Remy
            ran into the building, beelined it for the phone. Her mom. She’d call her mom. All she had to do was call her mom, and then—
         

         
         A hand on her shoulder. God, that hurt. Jackson grabbed her by the back of her neck and threw her out of the cabin. She was
            so small at that point, and so underfed, that she went flying and landed in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. He brought
            his boot back and kicked her hard in her abdomen. Damnit. Damnit! 

         
         “You don’t think we know your little ploys!?” Jackson screamed. “You think I’m new to this shit? You think I don’t know what
            you’re up to?” 
         

         
         There would be no food the rest of the day. Remy spent the next five hours in gravel, kneeling, with her hands behind her
            head. Robbie was brought into the main cabin, and he screamed, and screamed, and screamed until he stopped. 
         

         
         Junior couldn’t stop looking at her. Every time she caught his eyes, he nodded at her. A nod as if to say, You can do this. A nod to say, I see you. 
         

         
         That night, there was a scratch on her tent door, like there used to be when she and Junior would play cards. She unzipped
            the door. But instead of crawling out, Junior pointed down the road, then back at her. 
         

         
         She didn’t dare even open her mouth. She looked out into the forest. Running away—they’d all thought about it, of course.
            But Camp Horizons was in the middle of the woods. And the woods went on for miles and miles. There was nowhere they could
            go, and Jackson knew these woods like the back of his hand. They’d be caught. Her knees were throbbing from the afternoon and
            caked with dried blood. Besides, if they hitchhiked or something, even worse things could happen. 
         

         
         But Junior’s eyes were insistent. He held out his hand.
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         “What do you mean, a reporter?” asked Hilary. 

         
         The two of them sat at Hilary’s house, watching the four kids run around the backyard. Cass wouldn’t let Eloise go on the
            trampoline, so Eloise stood to the side, enviously looking on while Hilary’s kids attempted to climb on. It was pissing Hilary
            off, to be honest. Cass thought the thing was such a death trap for her own child, but didn’t mind if her nephews or niece
            broke a bone? And what kind of a mother did she think Hilary was, letting her own kids, you know, have a playful childhood? 
         

         
         “Guys,” called Hilary to the twins, “off the trampoline.” 

         
         They groaned, hopping down after they’d just managed to try and sneak up. Hilary was trying to keep them off it so Eloise
            didn’t keep making puppy-dog eyes. She felt so bad. And she felt bad for her own kids, who just wanted to spend a Sunday afternoon
            bouncing. She didn’t even tell Cass that during the summer, they usually had the sprinkler running underneath it. 
         

         
         “A reporter,” Cass repeated. “A reporter for The Pacific.” 
         

         
         “I love The Pacific.” 
         

         
         “Everyone loves The Pacific,” snapped Cass, which wasn’t true but felt like it. The Pacific was incredibly popular. People were always sharing their stories on everything from politics to books to culture to— Well.
            Parenting. They weren’t trashy, like The Hive. They were real journalism. Joseph had hated The Pacific; he thought they were too West Coast and didn’t understand Middle America. Which was probably accurate, but Hilary loved
            the girl who reviewed Call the Midwife episodes. 
         

         
         “So, they’re writing about Lacey. Okay. A million people have written about Lacey. You know, Cass, you were a victim as much
            as anyone else. The girl was a manipulation master, you know? She was always . . .” Hilary waved a hand. 
         

         
         “Mommy?” Eloise yelled. “Can I please—”
         

         
         “Eloise, you were given an answer,” said Cass, in the sharpest voice Hilary had ever heard her talk to her daughter in. “Do
            you want to go play on the swing set?” Eloise groaned before tromping over to the swing set Hilary’s own kids were too big
            for and stepping over Fiona, who was “tanning.” It was her new thing. Hilary had slathered her in SPF 50 first. 
         

         
         “Maybe you should talk to Thomas,” Hilary pointed out. 

         
         “Why would I do that?” asked Cass, taking a sip of sparkling water. 

         
         “He’s a lawyer. Maybe—” 
         

         
         “I don’t think writing an article is against the law, and anyway, he’d just go all Judge Judy on me. I get enough of that.”
            She slapped a mosquito off her arm. 
         

         
         “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Hilary, her voice tinged with annoyance. 

         
         “Mom?” yelled Wyatt. “Why can’t we go on the trampoline?” 

         
         “Just because,” called out Hilary. 

         
         “That’s what I mean,” said Cass quietly. “You’re judging me because I won’t let Eloise go on the trampoline.” 
         

         
         “What? No, I’m not.” Yes, she was. 

         
         “Yes, you are!” 

         
         “Oh my God, Cass. Let her. Don’t let her. I don’t care.” 

         
         “Well, maybe you should care,” said Cass, “considering ER nurses say trampolines are one of the top five causes of childhood injuries.” 
         

         
         “ER nurses,” snorted Hilary. “Are you in a club? Do you meet up on Tuesday mornings, you and the ‘ER nurses’? Driving is the
            most dangerous thing you can do with kids—”
         

         
         “That statistic is—” 

         
         “And you drove here,” said Hilary triumphantly. “Plus, you didn’t spray her with Off!, and mosquitos carry scarlet fever.”
            
         

         
         “Mosquitos carry malaria,” snapped Cass. The temper. The Toebler curse. “And besides, the chemicals in Off! carry cancer.” 
         

         
         Hilary clapped. “You won, Cass. You’re a better mom than me. You did it.” 

         
         “Eloise,” called Cass, “we’re leaving.” 
         

         
         “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” said Hilary, shielding her eyes from the sun. God! Cass drove her nuts. The way she started it
            and then ran out when things got sticky . . . If you couldn’t take the heat, get out of the kitchen. Fine. If she needed to
            escape from Hilary’s cancer-filled hazard of a backyard, that was just fine. 
         

         
         Cass pointed a finger at her, and man, she was angry. Cass got angry quickly, and she always had, but this was real anger behind her eyes, the kind that had staying power. 
         

         
         “This is just like—” 

         
         “Don’t even say the car seat.” 

         
         “The car seat,” spat Cass. “God, you were judgy then and you’re judgy now.” 

         
         “I’m judgy?” 
         

         
         “Mom?” asked Fiona nervously. She didn’t like it when adults fought. Hilary was always the one who made her nervous when she
            and Nathan would go at it, and she’d poke her little head downstairs. But Hilary couldn’t always stop then, and she couldn’t
            stop now. She had lived a long life of listening, and nodding, and doing what she thought she should. Tiptoeing around feelings
            as if they were careful, fragile things. Nathan had broken that in her, and it was one of the only good things she could say
            about him. He had shown her that she could no longer be that way. 
         

         
         “You know, Cass,” she said, her heart racing, her mouth running, the Toebler curse alive and well. “It’s like we said to Mom
            Mobile or whoever the hell thought asking your advice was a good idea. Motherhood is not something you can ‘life hack.’ One
            will be a good traveler and one won’t be. One will break their arm on a trampoline and one will be fine. One will get eaten
            by mosquitos and the other might get cancer one day and you know what? None of that shit is in your control. None of it!”
            
         

         
         “Oh, what would you even know about motherhood?” Cass hissed. 
         

         
         Hilary blinked. There it was. There was the truth of what her sister thought, laid at her feet. That Hilary didn’t care about her kids, or her home, or any of it. Selfish Hilary, mean Hilary. All she cares about is herself. That was what they all thought, what they’d all always thought, and she knew it. 
         

         
         Cass grabbed Eloise’s arm, practically yanking her to the front of the house. Hilary heard her car door slam over Eloise’s
            protests. The boys had gleefully retreated to the trampoline, and Hilary flopped back down in her chair. Goddamnit. 
         

         
         “Mom?” asked Fiona again, but this time, she sounded calm. 

         
         “What, baby?” 

         
         “I need to tell you something that might hurt your feelings.” 

         
         “Okay.” 

         
         “Aunt Cass is kind of crazy, I think.” 

         
         

         It was finally time to begin moving out of the Baumhaus. 

         
         Truthfully, the time had been weeks ago. Perhaps the time had been last year, or the year before. Remy couldn’t really pinpoint
            when things at the supper club had begun to turn a corner; when it stopped feeling like an endless summer and slipped into
            a crimson-dappled fall. A time of endings, yes, but more so a time of change. 
         

         
         The truth was that Remy just couldn’t do it anymore. It was too much on her old bones, handling the orders and managing the staff and overseeing the events. She could hire someone; of course she could. And she had. At one point, the employees of the Baumhaus had barely fit in the dining room. She’d had cooks and barkeeps and busboys; she’d had her own kids washing dishes and pitching in with tables when things got busy. She’d even had a short-lived event manager, but the girl had gotten hired by the Pfister down in Milwaukee and that was that. Brides at the Baumhaus tended to be budget-minded; brides at the Pfister could afford golden chargers and those fancy skinny chairs. Besides, Remy was particular. She insisted on a few things—like an open bar. This gal had been trying to convince brides to have cash bars, but Remy knew any celebration should be accompanied by old-fashioneds on the house. To invite a guest to a wedding but make them pay for their own drink? That simply wasn’t how things were done in Wisconsin. At least, it wasn’t how they used to be done. 
         

         
         But people simply didn’t enjoy supper clubs the way they once did. In fact, Remy wasn’t sure people enjoyed restaurants in
            general the way they once did. When she was a girl, going to A&W for dinner had been a huge treat, something they’d looked forward
            to all week. There were hardly any A&W’s left, anymore. Thomas and Erin ordered food from their phones to be delivered to
            their door—they loved that new hipster Mexican place downtown, which had tacos but filled them with things like lobster or
            hot fried chicken. Hilary cooked when her kids were there, but when Nathan had them, Remy knew she either ate at the Baumhaus
            or went through the Culver’s drive-through. As for Cass, Remy wasn’t sure what she ate. She always made sure Eloise was full, but didn’t make her eat vegetables she didn’t want to or even try new foods.
            Cass herself, Remy hardly saw eat, except for handfuls of snack food she’d never let Eloise eat. 
         

         
         Slowly, over the past few years, Remy had had to start letting staff go. Raising prices. And still, the place was bleeding money. All her parents had left her was this supper club. But this golden goose was losing its shine. It wouldn’t be the same for her own kids, who in general wanted nothing to do with the place besides have an occasional cocktail there. It was time, was all. Time for the end of things. 

         
         It was mid-May, which meant it was the last week of the Baumhaus’s existence. Friday night was the final dinner service. Come
            Saturday it would be temporarily closed, but open afresh in time for the Fourth of July holiday. Small plates, tapas-style, the buyer had said, all of this hope sparkling in her eyes. She looked young and bright and ready to climb a mountain, the
            way Remy was ready to take a nap. Remy wouldn’t have cared if she’d said she was planning on turning it into a McDonald’s.
            She wanted to be done. The Baumhaus, in so many ways, had died with Joseph. 
         

         
         Oh, Joseph. So much of this old stuff was his. Remy had the country music radio station blaring through her AirPods as she
            pulled things off the walls. Erin had offered to help, but she couldn’t ask a nine-months-pregnant woman to do all of this
            heavy lifting. Her children, obviously, hadn’t bothered. 
         

         
         These walls were a gallery of all the Baumhaus had seen. They told the story of the club, from Remy’s quiet, hardworking,
            Midwestern grandfather to her own parents, always so tired. And then to her. And to Joseph. The walls were so full of decor
            you could barely see the wood paneling behind them. All of the signs, some of which Remy had found crass but Joseph had found
            hilarious (Home is where the bar is; In dog beers, I’ve only had one!). She took down a small one tucked behind the bar and smiled, knowing she’d have to give it to Cillian. She’d awarded it to him on his tenth anniversary: Be patient with your bartender. Even a toilet can only serve one asshole at a time. 
         

         
         But there were also photos—photo after photo of men (her great-grandfather, grandfather, father, and husband) with fish and
            other dead animals. Photos of every kid in her family at the bar, proudly sipping a Shirley Temple at age two, which was a
            long-standing tradition. Her and Joseph’s wedding photo, Remy wearing a dress she’d found at Second Chance, the thrift store
            on Port Holcomb’s main drag. One of nine-year-old Thomas asleep at a table—Joseph had thought he looked drunk, which her husband
            found hilarious. Only Catholics could find that much humor in alcohol. 
         

         
         One of the supper club’s pride and joys was Joseph’s forty-four-inch northern pike. It held a place of honor atop the bar.
            It wasn’t the actual fish, of course—you couldn’t stuff a fish. You had to get a fiberglass replica. But still. Joseph had
            caught it a million years ago, fishing with Cass out on Lake Holcomb. They’d barely been able to haul it into the boat. 
         

         
         Should she leave it, just for next weekend? The final hurrah? No. She didn’t have time to come do all of this the following
            week. She pulled over a bar chair before reaching up with her screwdriver and slowly removing the mounted plaque from the
            wall. Damn, that thing was heavy. 
         

         
         Remy hauled the fish over to one of the tables and plopped it down with a clunk. She ran her hand over the fish. 
         

         
         When Remy had first told Thomas she was selling the Baumhaus, he was furious. Which made her furious, because what was his plan, exactly? Let his mother slave away at a supper club until she was put into hospice? He’d gone to law school. He didn’t want this place. And that was fine, but neither did she—why was that such a problem? He had spat out the meanest thing he could think of: What would Dad say? 
         

         
         These kids all thought they were the experts on Joseph. They thought having long talks with him in the backyard, or being
            driven by him to dance class, or making him homemade cards every June gave them PhDs in Joseph Simon. But it was Remy who
            slept next to that man for forty-one years. She knew what he would say: 
         

         
         You’re doing the right thing. 

         
         I’m proud of you. 

         
         It’s time, Remy. They’ll be okay, and it’s time.
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         Every time Hilary saw her brand-new sister-in-law, she found herself wanting to slap her. 

         
         It wasn’t Erin’s fault. Honestly, Hilary liked Erin. There was nothing to dislike about her—she was kind and polite and drank brandy. She was a little vanilla for Hilary’s
            tastes; she didn’t ever seem to have anything to say that hadn’t been said a million times before. She liked popular music
            and watched popular movies. But Thomas could have done a lot worse. No, it had nothing to do with Erin herself, Erin as a
            person. 
         

         
         It had to do with how goddamn happy she was. 

         
         Every single time she posted online, she was smiling ear to ear. 

         
         
            
               
                  Can’t believe this guy is mine. I am the luckiest. ♥

                  Almost a Simon—there’s nothing like realizing you have the life you prayed for. 

                  Date nights are the best nights. Thomas Joseph Simon, you’re my favorite human. 

               

            

         
         Hilary watched her sister-in-law dance in her wedding dress, laughing, a little tipsy but not yet trashy. She was with some
            girls from law school, where she’d gone before dropping out with Thomas’s rock on her finger. Erin had been married for approximately
            two hours, but she was already so sure it was the best thing that had ever happened to her. And although Hilary hated herself
            for thinking it, she did: if Erin just had a couple of problems, she’d be so much more likable. Sure, it sounded like her parents kind of sucked. And she didn’t seem to have a lot of friends.
            But being married to someone who came home when he said he would, who actually helped around the house, who told you that
            you were the most beautiful person in the entire world and actually meant it: Hilary would give anything for that. 
         

         
         So she wasn’t just a bitch. She was a jealous bitch, which was much, much worse. 
         

         
         Hilary had gotten married seven years ago, when she was twenty-two. She’d just graduated art school and was working at Sweet Pea, the floral shop in downtown Port Holcomb. Was it the glamorous life of an artist that she’d dreamed of, walking the halls of New York galleries and meeting with stylish people to talk design? Not exactly. But galleries had been closing left and right, and the odds of making any money painting the next few years were slim to none. Her best odds were to get a job she liked, doing something that made beauty, and painting on the side for any commissions she could get. Jane, the florist, had done weddings for the Baumhaus for ages. She needed help, and there was Hilary, scrappy and ready to work. 

         
         She didn’t mind the work at the florist’s but hated the way her mom seemed to think about it. Asking when she was going to
            come over to the Baumhaus and work there instead. She didn’t really know how to tell her mom that she had absolutely no interest
            in running a supper club. When she’d gotten into art school, her dad had been proud, if worried about her future. But she
            still remembered her mom’s response—Why would you even go to college? Neither Remy nor Joseph had gone. They were simply handed a profitable business, and that was that. 
         

         
         But Hilary couldn’t do it, and she knew she couldn’t do it. She also couldn’t say she couldn’t do it, so she worked at Sweet Pea for Jane, gathering daisies and avoiding awkward topics with her parents. By
            the time Thomas went to law school, the topic stopped coming up. 
         

         
         When Nathan Jablonski had come into Sweet Pea to get flowers for his girlfriend . . . Well, it should have been a red flag.
            What a way to meet someone. A very taken someone. But he was so handsome and so confident. He handed over his credit card like he had so much money in his bank account
            that he didn’t need to know the exact amount, which had always been Hilary’s definition of rich. Hilary always noticed small
            details about men, and it was Nathan’s perfectly sharp cheekbones that drew her in. 
         

         
         “I need something for my girlfriend for her birthday,” he’d said. “Something a girl turning twenty-four would think is the most beautiful thing she’s ever seen. Not one that’s already made, though. One that’s just for her.” 

         
         Custom orders were her favorite. Hilary nodded, pulling together eucalyptus and garden roses. Arranging flowers was just another
            way of making art, in her opinion. The same rules all applied. Tone. Texture. Taste. 
         

         
         “Nice work, Hil,” her boss had said, nodding at her bouquet. 

         
         “It’s beautiful,” the man—Nathan, but she hadn’t known that yet—said. 

         
         He wasn’t looking at the flowers. 

         
         He came back the week after, and the week after. Flowers for their anniversary, for her promotion; just to say he loved her.
            That girl had to have so many flowers on her countertop she could barely see across her kitchen. While Hilary assembled his
            bouquets, he would talk to her: ask her name, how she got into floral arranging, what she thought about the latest political
            headlines. 
         

         
         “Your girlfriend must really love flowers,” she told him, finally working up the nerve to say what she’d been thinking for
            weeks. 
         

         
         “I broke up with her months ago,” he responded. And when she looked up in surprise, he winked. 

         
         There was so much she would learn later. She’d learn that the girlfriend had broken up with him, because he was endlessly flirting with everyone around him. She’d learn that when Nathan Jablonski was talking to you, it felt as if you were the only person in the world. She’d learn he was raised Catholic but didn’t practice, which devastated her parents, particularly her mother. She’d learn that he didn’t really like desserts and didn’t have a sweet tooth. She’d learn that when he played with his kids, he gave it his all—cannonballing with them into the lake, telling them endless spooky stories around campfires, listening to their excruciatingly detailed dreams and asking follow-up questions. And she’d learn he drank a lot. 

         
         This was Port Holcomb. Everyone drank a lot. Everyone laughed about the Wisconsin Equation when you filled out the alcohol
            questionnaires at doctor’s visits—anywhere else in the country, four drinks a day would be seen as alcoholism, but here, it
            was seen as average. Four drinks a day—for God’s sake, that was one summer afternoon out on her dad’s fishing boat. Nathan,
            however, drank more than anyone else she knew. He insisted he was a tank, and that he barely felt a few beers after work.
            She believed him—but it was more than a few beers. 
         

         
         Fiona was now six, and the twins were four. Hilary had been trying to talk to him about the drinking for about three years
            now. 
         

         
         When they were dating and he’d drink too much at the Baumhaus, everyone understood, laughing it off. 

         
         At their wedding, when he took too many shots and had to go to bed at ten p.m. and leave the reception, it was an awkward
            wince, something to be forgotten about. We’ve all been there, Remy had said, sympathetically patting her hand. Though not on our wedding day, Joseph had noted with a slight grumble. 
         

         
         When Fiona was born and Nathan disappeared more and more often after work, staying at the Tipsy Ox far longer than he should
            have on a weeknight, it was something to be tactfully brought up by those closest to her. 
         

         
         And Hilary had tried. She’d tried, and she’d tried, but what do you do? What do you do when a person you love, or once loved, or you at least thought you could love, makes decisions they’ll likely regret? What do you do when someone’s drowning, but instead of accepting the
            rope you’ve tossed out to them, tries to yank you down with them? 
         

         
         So there were Erin and Thomas, newly married, their wedding covered in florals from Hilary’s old boss Jane. They’d gone with
            chicken cordon bleu. It was a nice choice, Hilary had to admit. Cillian looked a little miserable at the bar, having to make
            his and hers cocktails—Dark ’n’ Stormys for Thomas, and Aperol Spritzes for Erin. Poor guy. Cillian was the kind of bartender
            who judged you for drinking anything but a neat scotch or whatever beer was on tap. 
         

         
         But the night was winding down, and Hilary’s feet were killing her. She watched her three kids on the dance floor, running
            in circles and shrieking their heads off, completely high on buttercream frosting. Fiona’s flower girl dress, which Erin had
            painstakingly picked out, had chocolate smeared all down its front. Oh, well, the photographer had gone home ages ago. Nathan
            was right there, but he did nothing to calm the chaos. He was on his fourth or fifth cocktail of the night, and she could
            tell by the way he was standing that it was too much. Goddamnit. She’d asked him for one night—for one night, if he could try to not overdrink. He’d acted all offended, but now look at him. 
         

         
         They didn’t tell her when she got married seven years ago which small things she’d be able to pick up on. How the sound of someone’s footsteps could tell you their mood, or the way somebody sighed could tell you how tired they were. For Nathan, it was a slight tilt to the left and a voice just slightly louder than normal. He was drunk, on his way to being hammered, and it infuriated her. She’d seen this movie before. His tie was loosened, and he had a huge stain on his jacket that they’d have to return to Men’s Warehouse the next day. Thomas and Erin had acted as if they were bestowing a giant honor on them by having both Hilary and Nathan in the wedding party, and having Fiona and Eloise as co–flower girls and the twins as co–ring bearers. But in truth, it had been a massive headache coordinating everything. 

         
         She glanced around the room, finding the rest of her family. Thomas was sitting at a table, chatting with some of the Baumhaus
            staff who had been around for ages. Her parents were on the dance floor, swaying together like a couple of teenagers. Jesse
            was joking around with some of his and Thomas’s high school friends. But where was—
         

         
         “Hey,” said Cass, an absolutely zonked-out Eloise on her shoulder. “I think we’re going to call it.” 

         
         “Don’t leave me here,” whined Hilary. 

         
         Cass smiled. “This is a joyful day, you brat.” 

         
         Hilary found herself longing to snark with her sister the way they used to. Making fun of people—their baby brother and his
            various paramours in particular—used to be one of their favorite pastimes, much to their mom’s chagrin. She missed the days
            when things with Cass felt simpler, when she didn’t feel like she had to measure her every word. But things had felt stiffer
            the last few months. She sort of thought Cass needed something to do, besides meticulously track all of Eloise’s milestones and ensure she didn’t stick her finger in an electrical outlet. Not that Hilary could talk. She spent most of her days breaking up fights between the twins and trying to decide if Fiona was a normal amount of anxious or just a teensy bit neurotic à la her mother. 

         
         “Walk me to my car?” Cass asked. Hilary nodded. She missed her sister—missed her deep in her gut. Cass so often seemed alone
            these days, and floating through life. Like she was air: hard to grasp. Impossible to pin down. 
         

         
         Hilary followed her out into the chilled night, turning to flash a one second finger to her kids if they saw her leaving, but they were too distracted by the DJ’s “Cha Cha Slide” giddiness. 
         

         
         “God, it feels good out here,” she said, fanning herself. She hadn’t realized how sweaty it was in the supper club until she
            got a gulp of cold, fresh air. The stars were gently twinkling above them, and she tilted her head back to see them. It was
            a beautiful night. 
         

         
         “Hey,” Hilary said. Something about staring at the stars—or the three glasses of chardonnay—made her lips looser than they
            might have been in a different situation. “You doing okay?” 
         

         
         “Am I doing okay?” said Cass. She sounded surprised to be asked the question. 
         

         
         “Yeah,” said Hilary. Because okay, fine—her whole life was a bit of a mess. Sure. Nathan’s drinking had teetered from an awkward,
            hushed conversation to something they were trying to do something about. Remy and Joseph had sat her down and it had been
            horrible and humiliating. But she wasn’t the only one with issues. “You seem off lately.” 
         

         
         “I’m not off,” said Cass. “I’m just . . .” She shrugged. “I’m tired.” 

         
         “All the time.” 

         
         “I have a baby,” she snapped. 

         
         “Eloise is two,” Hilary reminded her. They arrived at Cass and Jesse’s car, a tired-looking Ford Focus. “Wait, how’s Jesse
            getting home?” 
         

         
         “He’s Uber-ing. We already talked about it.” She opened the car and set Eloise down as gently as she could without waking
            her up. “And she might be two, but she’s still exhausting.” 
         

         
         “Cass, I know. But you could take more breaks, right? I’ve invited you out, like, a hundred times. You always say no.” 
         

         
         Cass didn’t respond, buckling Eloise in. 

         
         “Wow, you do those straps tight,” said Hilary. 

         
         It was one sentence. A simple observation. She did do them tight—she was yanking on them. Eloise would have a bruise in the morning; Hilary couldn’t believe she hadn’t woken
            up. But when Cass looked up, it was as if Hilary had slapped her. 
         

         
         “This is how tight you’re supposed to do them,” she practically hissed. “You’re only supposed to be able to get one finger in. I’m surprised your kids don’t
            fall out of their seats.” 
         

         
         Hilary’s jaw dropped. “Geez, relax. I was just—” 
         

         
         “You know what, Hilary,” said Cass, slamming the car door hard. Again, Hilary was surprised her niece didn’t jolt awake. “Maybe
            you should focus on your own shit, okay? Maybe you should pay a little less attention to my daughter’s car seat and my sleep
            schedule, and maybe you should just talk to Nathan.” 
         

         
         “Talk to Nathan,” she said flatly. “What about, exactly?” 

         
         “An alcoholic dad is a lot worse for a kid than a tight car seat strap,” she said. 

         
         “Okay. Okay, wow,” Hilary said, her eyes filling with tears. The wedding makeup smeared on her face by the girl Erin had hired had already
            mostly faded, but she still blinked subconsciously, not wanting to smudge her mascara even further. “That was fucking low.”
            
         

         
         “I’m fine,” Cass said. “In fact, I’m great. I’m just focused on being a mom, okay? That’s my priority right now.” She got
            in her car and started it, and that was Hilary’s cue to go back into the Baumhaus, trying to look a lot less shocked than
            she felt, only to find out that Nathan was hunched over in the corner and Thomas and Jesse were trying to revive him. 
         

         
         It would henceforth be known as the Car Seat Fight, going down in family lore like some fights do. They chalked it up to too
            much wine on Hilary’s part and exhaustion on Cass’s. But when it came up and they tried to laugh it off, they still glanced
            at each other first. The knives that had been thrown were not ones easily removed. The bleeding was internal—there, but hard
            to see. 
         

         
         

         Here was the thing about alcoholics: They were both. They were the person who made up voices for all of the animals at the zoo for your kids, and they were the person taking money out of the bank account without telling you why. They were the person who rubbed your back when you had a migraine, and they were the person who was trying to throw up silently at two a.m. but instead was waking up the whole house. They were the person who told everyone how talented you were and how proud they were of your work, and they were the person who once kicked over a desk out of anger, spilling its contents everywhere, watching as a mug of coffee splashed all over your latest drawing and leaving the house without so much as a word. 

         
         Here was the thing about Nathan Jablonski. Hilary hated and loved him, and he hated and loved her. 

         
         

         Hilary had no clue why she was sitting in the parking lot of Immaculate Heart. 

         
         She didn’t consider herself Catholic. She knew it killed her parents. She’d been baptized as a screaming infant and gotten
            her first Communion in one of those ridiculous white dresses. At confirmation, she’d had oil smeared on her head. The boys
            had gotten slight smacks on the cheek, because the bishop had said it was important for the men to toughen up and defend the
            one true faith. 
         

         
         But somewhere along the line, between the school shootings and the wars, among the diseases and the Ash Wednesday penances
            and the crumbling marriage, the enterprise had gone from something she felt obligated to participate in to something that
            she actively avoided. What had the church done for her, exactly? What great gift had God bestowed on her? But then, the truth:
            She couldn’t become un-Catholic. It was deep in her bones. There was the guilt bubbling up, as Catholic as fish frys or exorcisms.
            She had so many things to be grateful for, didn’t she? Her life wasn’t so bad, was it? 
         

         
         But it was. It was so bad. Nathan’s drinking was so out of control that they were about to lose their house. He lied to her about where he was constantly. He hardly glanced at his children. She suggested rehab and he moped, he yelled, he threw a glass at the wall behind her head before rushing out and buying her a dozen roses as an apology. He was always, always drinking something. Yesterday, she’d come home from a dentist appointment to find him dead asleep on the couch—he’d lost his job, from not showing up—and his hand was bleeding from God knows what. The kids were eating chips for dinner and crying. 

         
         So that was why she was there. Looking for, like, some spiritual guidance. Or a permission slip. Maybe she just wanted someone
            on this earth to tell her she didn’t suck, and honestly, a Catholic church (the one two towns over, where the priest didn’t
            know her parents) was a very strange place to go for that. 
         

         
         But Hilary wasn’t trusting her own mind. Remy and Joseph had been married for thirty-seven years, and the Simons took pride
            in that. She knew they all did. In a world full of divorce, where marriages were something you tossed aside when you tired
            of them, Remy and Joseph had something special and strong and sacred. Hilary didn’t want to be one of those people who jumped away from difficult circumstances when life got rough. Who asked
            herself every morning, What would make my life just a touch easier today? 
         

         
         Plus, she’d read all of the horror stories about children without a father in the home. Pretty much every single issue a human
            being could have had a higher chance of occurring without a father. Drug addiction. Violence. Depression. The list went on
            and on. 
         

         
         But at the same time, she believed in listening to her body. It kept the score, right? Wasn’t that what that one book said? And after coming home to her kids and the potato chip bag, after feeding them peanut butter toast and giving them baths and tucking them into bed after a song and a story, after coming back into the living room and seeing the still-asleep Nathan on the couch, she’d gone right into the bathroom and thrown up. 

         
         She couldn’t go to her parents, who loved marriage and hated Nathan, as much as they tried not to. She was afraid of what
            they’d say in either direction. 
         

         
         So she found herself walking up to the front desk and the woman there with a bad Kate Gosselin haircut. She found herself
            asking if the priest was available. And she found herself answering with a teary kind of when asked if it was an emergency. 
         

         
         Ten minutes later, a man walked in in basketball shorts and Nikes. 

         
         “Hey,” he said. 

         
         “Hi,” she responded, confused. “I’m sorry. I thought—I thought this was the priest’s office. The lady at the desk told me
            to—” 
         

         
         “It is,” he said quickly, “it is! Sorry about the attire. And if I stink. I just went on a run and usually shower and stuff,
            but Sherri said it was— Well, she said we should chat. I’m Father Sam.” 
         

         
         “You?” she said, surprised. “You’re so—you’re young.” 
         

         
         He laughed. “You’re not exactly collecting social security either.” 

         
         Hilary couldn’t imagine someone her age becoming a Catholic priest, and felt a little ridiculous getting advice from a guy
            who looked like he belonged on Tinder. But it was too late—she was there. 
         

         
         “So—” She took a deep breath. 

         
         And slowly, she told the story of her marriage. 

         
         There was something powerful about the telling. Hilary realized that she hadn’t ever told anyone the story in its entirety
            before. She’d never, from soup to nuts, told the story of her marriage as if it were a novel, with imperfect characters and
            a plot and a setting. She’d always filtered it, depending on who she was talking to. Specifically, she’d always rounded Nathan’s
            sharp edges. She’d always leave out the yelling, which was sometimes so loud that it woke the kids up. She’d make six beers
            four or four drinks two. She was Nathan’s PR person, and man, that was an exhausting job to not get paid for. 
         

         
         But she told the goodness, too, even though it was hard to remember. She tacked it on as if this were an evidence board, or
            a pros-and-cons list. Yes, Nathan often drinks until he passes out and refuses to go to rehab—but when he does play with the kids, he’s really good with them. Yes, Nathan gets so angry when I bring up the drinking that he calls me names—but he usually buys me flowers afterward.
               

         
         The priest listened, and listened some more, occasionally pausing to ask a question (“Has he ever laid a hand on the kids?”
            “Has he ever had an affair?”), before she stopped, finally, almost gasping for breath, and realized that she’d been talking
            for almost an hour. 
         

         
         “I know—” She gulped down oxygen. She didn’t know what she knew anymore. “I know Catholics can’t get divorced.” 

         
         “That’s not true,” he said calmly. 

         
         “What?” Of course it was true. Her mother, who prided herself on being the Expert in All Things Catholicism, Defender of the
            One True Faith, had told her it was true. 
         

         
         “The Catholic church doesn’t prohibit civil divorce,” Father Sam said. “Common misconception. It gets tricky when we’re talking annulments, remarriages . . .” 

         
         “I—” Her throat felt tight. “I promised God I would stay married. Forever. In sickness and in health.” She did not care; she
            did care. She wanted to run; she felt like her feet were made of lead. 
         

         
         “Hilary,” he said, “it doesn’t sound like those marriage vows are being upheld by Nathan right now. I’m not saying you can
            get an annulment in the church. I’m not a canon lawyer, and besides, that’s way down the road. I’m talking about whether or
            not, right now, it’s safe for you to be in the house with him.” 
         

         
         “Safe? The kids are—” 

         
         “I’m talking about you,” he said, firmly but gently. “You said he threw a glass at you once.” A couple of times. She’d left that out. Okay, maybe
            she was still being a bit of a PR agent. 
         

         
         “No,” she said, shaking her head. “At the wall behind my head. I ducked.” 

         
         For the first time since she’d arrived, she thought she saw a flash of frustration in the priest’s eyes. “Okay, so if you
            hadn’t ducked, where would the glass have hit?”
         

         
         Hilary didn’t say what she was thinking: that she was tough as nails when she had to be. That she’d even take a cut on her
            face if it meant making sure her children were taken care of. Divorce wreaked havoc on kids. 
         

         
         So, too, did living with Nathan. 

         
         “Is he willing to get help with his addiction?” 

         
         “No.” 

         
         “Is he willing to talk about his addiction?” 

         
         “No.”

         
         “Does he think he has an addiction?” 
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “I think you’re looking for me to tell you what to do, correct?” he said, running a hand through his hair. Hilary nodded eagerly.
            “That’s not really what we do here.” 
         

         
         “You’re the Catholic church,” said Hilary. Her mother’s safe haven. The place with all the answers, according to Remy and
            Joseph. “Isn’t that exactly what you do?” 
         

         
         The priest laughed, sharp and loud. “Oh my gosh. Sorry. You remind me of someone I know. Look—I’ve only been speaking with
            you for an hour. I can’t possibly know your full situation. Do you have someone you can talk to about this more regularly?
            I have some names—a therapist or someone like that.” 
         

         
         She nodded, knowing the odds of her paying for a therapist were next to nothing. But then, Father Sam said one last thing.
            
         

         
         “I don’t have kids,” he said. “I know everyone talks about the priesthood being like a spiritual father to many, but it’s
            not the same, all right? I’ve never changed a diaper in my life. But I know this: sometimes, how you love someone has to hurt.
            Our culture thinks love is all cotton candy and twinkle lights, but that’s not right, is it? Think of Jesus on the cross.
            Love can hurt so, so badly. Do you know what I mean?” 
         

         
         “You mean staying for the kids?” she asked, her voice cracking, and she would not forget the kindness in his eyes for the
            rest of her days. 
         

         
         “No, Hilary,” he said quietly. “I mean the exact opposite.” 
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         Cass took a deep breath and knocked on her sister’s door. 

         
         “Mom?” she heard Fiona yell. “Can I open the door?” 

         
         “Is it the UPS guy?” she heard Hilary say before her niece yanked the door open. 

         
         When Hilary saw it was her sister, she sighed, what do you want written all over her face. 
         

         
         Cass held up a bag from Culver’s. “Do you still get chicken tenders with a Diet Mountain Dew like you’re fifteen?” 

         
         Hilary just glared at her, and for a moment, they stood in her doorway. She thought of all of the times she’d reached for
            her phone these past two years, to text Cass about high school gossip or Fiona quitting dance or Remy saying something ridiculous.
            All the times she’d had to put it back down. 
         

         
         “Did you bring the ranch?” 

         
         

         “At the Mommune,” Cass explained, as they dipped the last of their fries into the corners of the little ranch packet, “there
            were child locks on everything. All of the food was dye-free. The kids had no screens. And being home, it just feels like
            there’s danger around every corner.” 
         

         
         “Cass,” said Hilary, “there is danger around every corner.” 
         

         
         They were in the exact same spot in Hilary’s backyard as during their fight, and the kids ran through the sprinkler. Eloise
            was in a too-big swimsuit of Fiona’s. This was how the Simons apologized: not with words, but with salty, fried things and
            packets of ranch dressing. 
         

         
         “Right now,” said Hilary, “Eloise could fall and break her arm.” 

         
         “Geez, Hilary.” Cass winced. 

         
         “It’s true. An airplane could crash right here in my backyard.” 

         
         “The airport is—” 

         
         “She could have a secret heart disease none of us know about until it suddenly kills her. The sprinkler could be full of poison
            chemicals. There are a thousand and one things that could go wrong. That doesn’t mean you’re not safe. Of course you’re safe! Wear your seat belt! God, do you remember how Dad used to not make us wear our seat belt unless we
            were in the front seat?” 
         

         
         Remy and Joseph. Her mom and dad—she loved them so much. She did. Her dad; man, sometimes when Cass thought of him it physically
            ached. He loved all of his kids, but he’d always had a soft spot for Cass; she knew he had. She was the only one who liked
            to go fishing with him, and the only one who didn’t roll their eyes when he turned on his seventies country music and started
            crooning. She wished so desperately that he was here. She couldn’t believe she’d missed that fucking funeral. Cass could cry
            right now just thinking about it, and she didn’t want to do that. She blinked as hard as she could.
         

         
         She remembered in March, when it had been her dad’s first birthday since he’d passed. She’d been at the Mommune, of course. But things were bad. Worse than she knew. She’d prayed that night, which she didn’t usually do, asking God to send her dad a message. That she was sorry. And right as she’d done her sign of the cross, a text had come in from Jesse. I’m thinking about your dad today. I hope you’re okay, Cass. 
         

         
         “All those Little Debbies, too,” said Cass. “It’s probably still in our guts. Mom keeps trying to sneak Eloise Zebra Cakes.”
            
         

         
         “I love Little Debbie. My point is that—I don’t know. Maybe I should shut up.” 
         

         
         “No,” said Cass quietly. “I’m listening.” And that was what Hilary needed. Cass understood that. Hilary needed permission, because what had Cass done the last time she felt backed in a corner? Left. Left with a villain. Or as a villain. She still wasn’t sure. 
         

         
         “When you walk through life in fear . . .” Hilary shut her eyes, shook her head. “It’s no way to live, Cass. That’s not how
            we want the kids to live either.” 
         

         
         “There’s a Disney movie about this, isn’t there?” said Cass, half dazed. 

         
         “I think it has a fish,” said Hilary sympathetically. 

         
         Cass stood up, stretching. She felt a million years old in her spirit, but about six in her body. Eloise ran through the sprinkler with her arms spread wide, her wet hair clinging to her cheeks. Her arms were getting slightly red—she needed more sunscreen. Even then, a flood of thoughts ran through Cass’s mind: Lacey would have told her to make her own sunscreen using shea butter and carrot seed oil, because of the chemicals. Remy would have smeared her with Banana Boat. Hilary had the organic kind from Target that really wasn’t that much cleaner, like a middling compromise to appease both parties. But what the hell did Cass think? What would Cass do? She didn’t know anymore. There was so much she didn’t know. 
         

         
         “They have such a different childhood than we had, don’t they?” said Cass, nodding toward their kids. 

         
         “You think? I mean—my kids. The divorce, yeah. And they won’t have the Baumhaus anymore, I suppose.” Hilary leaned back and
            tipped her face to the sky. “Do you ever miss it at the Mommune?” 
         

         
         Cass thought of how things were at the end. The fear and the rules. One big house of homemade play dough and unresolved trauma.
            She shook her head. “Well—the craft closet.” They’d had a killer arts and crafts supply. “You could make any kind of themed
            sensory bin you could dream of.” 
         

         
         “I’ve never made a sensory bin in my life,” Hilary said. “And nobody’s died yet.” 

         
         “They’re fun.” 

         
         “I believe you.” She didn’t, and they both knew it. They laughed. 

         
         “Eloise,” Cass called out. Her daughter turned to look at her, and to Cass’s despair, she saw it in her eyes—a hint of disappointment.
            Here was her mother to ruin the fun. To tell her to go slower or not get so wet. Not to fall. To be careful, the phrase Cass had most often yelled for six years of motherhood. Be careful, be careful— Well, they’d been careful. And where had it gotten them? 
         

         
         “Want to go on the trampoline?” she asked. 

         
         Hilary turned to her, eyes wide, but Cass simply walked to the trampoline and unzipped the wall. Eloise, shrieking with delight, scurried on, followed by her soaking-wet cousins. Finally, Cass herself climbed on, as Eloise yelled, “Mommy! Mommy’s coming!” 

         
         Cass held Eloise’s hands and they jumped, slowly at first, before getting higher and higher. She pointed her toes and threw
            her head back. She’d go as high as she could. 
         

         
         

         That night, Cass lay with Eloise until she fell asleep. She was tucked around her daughter in Remy’s guest room, breathing
            in the smell of her raspberry shampoo. It was like her own personal antianxiety medication, giving her a cozy, optimistic
            feeling.
         

         
         She would do anything for her daughter. This feeling wasn’t new, but it seemed to hit her fresh almost every day. This overwhelming
            tidal wave of love would roll over her, taking her breath away and filling her with a fresh surge of oxytocin. Everything
            about Eloise Marie Morgan was perfect, from the curve of her jaw to her delicate blond curls. Everything Hilary had said today
            was true, and also—all Cass wanted was to keep her daughter safe. 
         

         
         Had Remy kept her safe? At A. J. Hommen’s party, why hadn’t Remy known where she was? 

         
         Because that was what this was about, wasn’t it? She didn’t need a therapist to tell her that. Her mother had given freedom, and freedom, and freedom until Cass ran past fences and boundaries and into the great unknown. Remy had refused to give her life to motherhood, had demanded she stay a whole, complete person while her children ran off. And the great unknown had swallowed Cass whole. 

         
         Cass didn’t want to get up, but she also really had to pee. So she gently pushed herself away, making sure Eloise’s steady
            inhale, exhale didn’t change. She tiptoed out of the room, reminding herself that she needed to look at her bank account. This column wasn’t
            going to be enough. She needed a real job, the kind with benefits, if they were ever going to leave Remy’s house. Not that
            Remy minded them being there—in fact, this was the best Cass and her mother had gotten along in years. It was probably because
            Remy was so worried she was going to run off and join a cult again, but still. 
         

         
         Remy was at the supper club, and Cass felt a little bad. Her mother was too old to be working this late. But it was almost
            over. Soon, the Baumhaus would no longer be in their hands. 
         

         
         After she went to the bathroom, Cass sat in the living room and scrolled through her phone. Fiona had sent over another letter
            for her to work on—a response to a potty training question. Someone looking for hacks. She remembered Lacey’s devotion to
            the three-day method, where you eschewed pull-ups and didn’t leave the house. It felt like a giant middle finger to write
            what she planned to write instead: reminding Pooped Out and Pooped On that potty training had an extremely wide time range
            of normalcy and that she needed to do what she needed to do, whether it meant pull-ups or timers or Skittles bribes or waiting
            or going to a diner by herself and ordering a very large stack of chocolate chip pancakes.
         

         
         It gave Cass an embarrassing surge of joy to see people’s responses to her letters. Nothing compared to how she felt wrapped around Eloise. But a little pat on the back from the internet . . . See? She was good at this. Maybe. 
         

         
         But right under the email from Luna reminding her what an excellent job she was doing, another. From Patty Madix. 

         
         
            
               
                  Hi, Cass. Just wanted to reach out one more time with some statements from the other women. I got a deadline extension and
                     would appreciate any response you could give.

               

            

         
         An attached Word doc. She clicked away quickly, as if her phone were on fire. She wasn’t reading that. She wasn’t touching
            that with a ten-foot pole. She knew what the rest of the girls were thinking of her. Those girls, whose children she’d tucked
            in and whose tired bodies she’d made soup for. They’d been like her sisters, while she avoided her real sisters at any cost.
            
         

         
         Instead, she opened her text messages and went to the top of her favorites list. Jesse Morgan. 

         
         She sent him a photo from today. Eloise, on the trampoline, in Fiona’s striped swimsuit. Her feet a good eighteen inches in
            the air, her smile a mile wide. Her hair was flung around her face as if she were being electrified. 
         

         
         She stared at the phone as it sent. Three small dots appeared—he was typing. She waited, but the dots disappeared and didn’t
            come back.
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         Two hundred miles northeast of Port Holcomb was Riverton, a small town with acres of woods and a glistening pond. Nestled
            down a wooded path was the Mommune, which now housed four moms and six children under the age of nine. 
         

         
         The Mommune had structure. One day the news would make it sound like a jail, or a house of horrors where children were deprived
            of food or basic autonomy. But it wasn’t like that. Not for the first eighteen months. It was a home—cozy and beautiful, with
            order and boundaries. A home of women, arms outstretched, waiting to help lift you up. 
         

         
         Cass was explaining the lifestyle of the moms to Anna Kate on the phone. Anna Kate was considering joining the group—she had
            a daughter, Penny, who was seven. 
         

         
         “I’m newly divorced,” Anna Kate explained. “And I just need somewhere to make a fresh start. My husband moved to Texas to
            be with—” She cleared her throat. “Well. Her.” 
         

         
         Cass made a sympathetic sound. 

         
         “I’ve also been having a really hard time in my community. A lot of people took his side. And people are nice, but they just don’t really get it. They don’t understand, like, basic things about how much poison is in junk food. Or how bad Wi-Fi is for your house.” 

         
         “We do have Wi-Fi here, to be clear,” said Cass. “But only for a limited number of hours a day.” 

         
         “Great,” said Anna Kate. “I mean, you need some, right? Especially since I’m trying to make the whole content creation thing work. I just—I don’t know. Something’s making
            me worried. I don’t know if it’s, like, my own mindset . . .” 
         

         
         It is, Cass thought. It always was. These girls just didn’t get it. Ever since Lacey had advertised the Mommune, they’d only
            been able to get two other moms to come and join them. They had room for two more—and to be honest, they needed them quickly
            for the dues. Cass herself didn’t pay any dues, but she was still working for Lacey to pay them. She’d occasionally wondered
            what it would look like to sit down and calculate her hourly rate; she felt as if she was basically running the Mommune some
            days and it seemed like it would pay more than her chunk of the mortgage. But then she felt awful—look how much Lacey had
            done for her. Being a constant source of comfort, teaching her all about parenting, and now letting her be at the forefront
            of a major movement after she’d denied her so many times? She owed Lacey, really. 
         

         
         “It might be fear getting in your way,” said Cass, as kindly as she could. “But what you need to remember is that sometimes, we have to be the brave ones for our kids. We have to have the courage for both of us, you know? We can’t let our own comfort get in the way of what we know the right thing to do is. It’s just like people who claim their wine night with their girlfriends is so important that they need to leave their kids with a random stranger. We’re trying to make heart-centered choices, right?” 

         
         “Right,” said Anna Kate quietly. 

         
         “I felt the same way at first,” said Cass. “Like, am I doing this completely insane thing? But once you get here, it will
            all make sense. And, hey—I’ll be with you every step of the way. My daughter is only a little younger than yours. We can have
            girls’ nights in the living room while our daughters are safe and sound upstairs. You’ll have an army of women to help you
            when you’re sick or just plain exhausted.” 
         

         
         “It is exhausting,” said Anna Kate, her voice cracking just slightly. Jackpot. 
         

         
         After walking Anna Kate through the onboarding process, Cass hung up the phone. 

         
         “Good work.” 

         
         She jumped about a foot out of her chair. Lacey stood in the office doorway, smiling. 

         
         “Geez, you scared me!” Cass put a hand to her heart. 

         
         “When does the newbie arrive?” asked Lacey. 

         
         “Tomorrow,” said Cass smoothly. “I already got her information.” 

         
         Lacey nodded. “You really did do well on that call, Cass. Like you were soothing a wild animal.” 

         
         Cass looked down at her hands, but her skin glowed. She loved being recognized by Lacey. So much of motherhood was unseen
            drudgery; there was nobody waiting to hand you a medal for wrestling your toddler into their car seat or French braiding their
            hair just right. Affirmation was like manna. 
         

         
         Lacey came in and sat in her own chair, next to Cass’s. The two desks were connected. They were beautiful, cherrywood that practically shined. They looked expensive. 

         
         “How are you doing? I’m sorry we haven’t been able to hang out as much lately,” said Lacey with a wince. “It’s been so much
            getting everything off the ground, getting everyone onboarded—” 
         

         
         “I know,” Cass rushed to assure her with a wave of her hand. But she had missed Lacey. She saw her nearly every day—after all, they lived together now. And the Mommune really encouraged everyone
            to gather in the morning for mother and child yoga and to eat dinner together every night. But with Nicole and Emylee around,
            she felt like they never got to have one-on-one time. Lacey’s attention was always so divided. Cass missed the early, effortless
            days of their friendship, back in North Harbor, where she’d film a quick reel for Lacey before spending hours just chatting
            and gossiping with her. 
         

         
         But being at the Mommune meant she was part of a movement, she reminded herself. That’s what she’d told Jesse when he’d called,
            four times on that very first day. Begging her to come back. I’m part of something here, she said. You were part of something here, too, he’d responded. He hadn’t understood at all. She’d told him she thought he might even be happy—no more crying baby to come
            home to, no more crabby wife to deal with. She’d tried to laugh it off. 
         

         
         Then you don’t know me at all, he’d responded, before finally hanging up on her. Didn’t know him? She knew him like she knew the Baumhaus kitchen. She
            knew him better than she knew any other person in this world. She knew—
         

         
         “You still haven’t dealt with that?” asked Lacey in surprise, snapping her back to the present. She was nodding toward Cass’s finger. 

         
         Cass hurriedly clutched her left hand to her chest. There, on her ring finger, was the small J tattoo she’d had since she was twenty-three years old. Jesse had a matching C one on his finger. Unless he’d gotten it removed. She’d have to look. Jesse, who now hated her. Jesse, who, at their monthly
            drop-offs he’d demanded, wouldn’t look her in the eyes. Jesse Morgan, with his sweatshirts that smelled like maple syrup.
            
         

         
         “I thought you were getting it removed,” said Lacey, smiling. 

         
         Cass ran her thumb over the indent that had never gone away, even though she hadn’t worn her ring in six months. It left the
            tiny tattoo completely exposed. She had told Lacey she was getting it removed, because she was. When she got divorced, finally.
            
         

         
         The only lie she’d ever told Lacey was that she’d called a lawyer. She hadn’t, and as far as she knew, neither had Jesse.
            It seemed so—terrifying. Cass had no idea how any of that worked. And she couldn’t even imagine saying the words. I’m calling because I need a divorce. I’m calling because I don’t want to be married anymore. 
         

         
         Every time she picked up her phone to do just that, to start the legal ball on the end of her marriage rolling, she would have a moment of remembering. Remembering Jesse on one knee, barely able to legally drink, holding out a ring he’d bought at a thrift store. Remembering Jesse hauling her giant bookshelf into their tiny house, swearing as he bumped into walls. Remembering Jesse and her at the Baumhaus, on so many late nights, playing cribbage and sipping sodas and laughing, laughing, laughing. 

         
         So much of love was remembering the good in the other person in the face of all they’d done or hadn’t done. Maybe somewhere
            along the way, they’d just stopped being able to remember each other. 
         

         
         But she still couldn’t call the lawyer, and she still couldn’t make the tattoo appointment. 

         
         “Eloise needs you, Cass,” Lacey told her quietly. “You’re such a good mom. You know that, right? You’re honestly better than
            I am.” 
         

         
         “No, I’m not.” Cass laughed. That was ludicrous. 

         
         “You are,” insisted Lacey. “How hard you work for your daughter? How happy she is when you walk into the room? It’s obvious.
            She adores you. She’s going to grow up knowing she had a mom who’d do anything for her.” 
         

         
         Cass felt tears welling up in her eyes. That was her only wish, and someone thought she was maybe close to achieving it. Someone
            saw her. 
         

         
         Lacey reached over and hugged her, and Cass let her head fall on Lacey’s shoulder. Lacey didn’t judge her for car seats or
            laundry. Lacey helped her, and Lacey understood. This was where she belonged. 
         

         
         Lacey squeezed her extra tight before letting go and standing up. “I’ve got to go take some photos,” she said. “But I’m on
            dinner duty tonight. Chicken Alfredo—Eloise’s favorite, right?” 
         

         
         Cass smiled and nodded. 

         
         “I’m doing a reel of our meals this week. It’s cute.” Lacey stretched her arms over her head, slightly arching her back. “Just remember to make that tattoo removal appointment, okay? Eloise needs you.” 

         
         And as she walked out of the office, and Cass turned back to Anna Kate’s file on the computer, she bit down the thought that
            perhaps Eloise needed Jesse, too. 
         

         
         

         Anna Kate made a welcome change to the house. She was always so smiley, like a ray of sunshine on a blustery day. It did feel blustery, the weeks after she arrived. There’d been some long Reddit thread about the Mommune being creepy, and Lacey
            was pissed. 
         

         
         “I don’t know why we should even care,” Emylee pointed out as the five of them sat in the living room. All of the kids were
            tucked away upstairs, in their mothers’ beds. Lacey believed in co-sleeping as long as children were willing. It was good
            for children and adults to be as physically close as possible, she’d explained. That was how ancient cultures had always done
            it. Forcing kids to sleep in their own beds was overriding their natural instincts to be close to their parents. At least,
            that was how Lacey had explained it to Cass, and it was Cass’s job to explain it to the other girls. Women, really—they were women. But they felt like girls on nights like this, when they all wore pretty pajamas and sipped seltzers
            together. The Mommune had a strict no-drinking rule. They’d all posed slightly differently for four group shots—for Lacey,
            Nicole, Emylee, and Anna Kate’s social media feeds—before settling in. 
         

         
         “Um, because it’s our entire brand?” Nicole pointed out. She’d been a marketer before becoming a momfluencer, although one with a way smaller platform than Lacey’s. “It’s pretty high up in our SEO.” 

         
         “Search engine optimization. Our early pages of Google,” Cass explained to Anna Kate, who didn’t really speak influencer-ese
            quite yet. She had the face for it, but none of the digital marketing skills. Yet. 
         

         
         “It’s total bullshit,” muttered Lacey. “God. Women banding together is creepy? Women realizing that all men contribute to
            the household is the paycheck is creepy?” 
         

         
         Cass took a long sip of seltzer. So much of Lacey’s platform, she agreed with. But whenever she got into her men thing, she
            felt a little awkward. That wasn’t all her dad had contributed. That wasn’t even all Jesse had contributed, as infuriating
            as his ability to ignore crowded countertops and empty peanut butter jars could be. 
         

         
         Anna Kate shrugged. “Well, I think people are jealous. They wish they had a community like this one.” 

         
         Cass agreed. Two days ago, she’d had a nasty cold. Instead of her having to push through—having to still care for Eloise, and make dinner for her family, and clean the toilets—the other moms had let her lie in bed all day. They’d taken Eloise to the park and swung by the Beach Bum Bakery on their way home to get her favorite chocolate chip cookies. They’d made her homemade chicken noodle soup for dinner, and she’d spent the entire evening bingeing ridiculous TV while her daughter was cared for in the arms of other mothers. It was an odd dichotomy, how Lacey was simultaneously so anti-babysitter and so pro–the Mommune. These other women had stepped in for her all day, but if it had been a college girl she’d paid back at home, Lacey would have thought she was being reckless. 

         
         “The only comments that really bugged me were about the kids,” said Nicole. 

         
         At this, there was a collective wince. Cass shot a worried glance at Lacey. Most of the comments had been accusing the moms
            of being lesbians, which was hilarious, or of being in a cult, which was just dumb. But there’d been a few comments about
            the kids, too—how their hair looked messy and they seemed to be throwing fits in the background of some social media posts.
            
         

         
         Lacey was obsessed with Sophie’s behavior. Sophie was already an angel and always had been. She made Eloise look downright
            feral at times. But there were the rare occasions where she, like any other five-year-old, had a slight meltdown. Especially
            now that they’d started homeschooling. She and Lacey were working the girls through a curriculum that was mainly play-based
            and focused on wonder and nature. But Sophie hated the small amount of sit-down work they had to do. Last week when going
            over their letters, she’d picked up the wooden C and thrown it right at her mother’s head. She’d disappeared for the rest of the day; Lacey had said she wasn’t feeling well. But she’d made a post about it later, trying to show the real difficulties of motherhood. She liked to do that from time to time, to highlight joy even in difficult circumstances. It hadn’t been received as Lacey had hoped. Most people seemed to think Sophie was being a brat and Lacey should have punished her more. Cass didn’t point out that she’d basically banished her to her bedroom the rest of the day—wasn’t an hours-long time-out plenty? But she knew Lacey felt like Sophie was her biggest advertisement. After all, if her own child wasn’t thriving, what would people think about the Heart Centered method? 

         
         “I think,” said Lacey coolly, “everyone could mind their own business.” Cass’s heart froze. The entire room seemed to stop
            in time. Lacey’s moods did that to the house. Those old signs: If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy. 

         
         Lacey got up and stomped out of the room, trailing her blanket behind her. 

         
         “And for fuck’s sake, Cass,” she said, glancing back at Cass’s hand, “when are you getting that tattoo removed?”
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         “Who is Mama Llama?’ ” 

         
         That was the name of the article Erin was waving around in front of Cass’s face. Her sister-in-law whacked her hand away.
            
         

         
         “You’re a celebrity,” sang out Erin. “Listen to this: ‘The entire internet is talking about The Hive’s new parenting columnist, whose wit and
            candor have taken typical parenting advice and turned it on its head.’ ”
         

         
         “Aren’t you supposed to be folding those?” said Cass accusatorily. She pointed at the giant pile of onesies at Erin’s feet.
            
         

         
         “ ‘Whereas most mothering experts will insist on certain brands, rules, or dogmas, Mama Llama preaches a message of self-empowerment.
            Keep your tradwives, your gentle parenting, your Montessori or Charlotte Mason—Mama Llama believes the best system for mothering
            isn’t someone else’s list of must-haves, but your very own gut, grace, and gumption. Mama Llama, the mother many of us never
            had, doesn’t teach so much as she ministers.’ ” Erin grinned. “Cass, this is incredible.” 
         

         
         But Cass barely looked up. She was extremely focused on organizing the books Erin had gotten for her baby shower onto her bookshelf. Eloise was with her dad for the day, which Erin knew always bummed her out. She’d invited her by to help set up the nursery a bit, which she thought was pretty generous, considering she knew Cass and Hilary hung out all the time without inviting her. Whatever. 

         
         “I remember this one,” Cass said softly. She was holding a faded copy of Angelina Ballerina in her hand. “Her mom gets so mad when she knocks over the cheddar cheese pies. I always thought that sounded delicious—a
            cheddar cheese pie.” 
         

         
         “I actually bought that myself,” admitted Erin. “That was one of my favorites growing up. Didn’t you used to dance?” 

         
         “A long time ago,” said Cass. 

         
         “Will you sign Eloise up?” Erin didn’t admit that she’d googled baby ballet classes the literal day she’d found out she was
            having a girl. Who didn’t dream about little toddler girls in pink leotards, with soft pink bows in their hair?
         

         
         “Dance is approximately one billion dollars. Even the Mommy and Me stuff,” said Cass. “And I’m a little . . . short on cash.”
            
         

         
         Erin nodded, looking back down at the book uncomfortably. 

         
         “I’d like to get a real writing job, maybe,” said Cass. “I need something a little more long-term. I can’t live with my mother
            forever.” 
         

         
         Erin snorted. Now that, she understood. But it wasn’t like she could shit talk Remy to her own daughter. Besides, as far as mothers-in-law went, Erin knew she could do a lot worse. Remy wasn’t perfect, but she was so excited for the baby, and she loved Erin and Thomas. She had a feeling that once she finally got this baby out of her uterus, she’d be seeing Remy more than ever. Especially now that she’d be retired. 

         
         “What about Jesse?” Erin asked. She’d wanted to send him the Mama Llama articles but hadn’t. She’d wanted to say, See? Look how good Cass is doing. Look what you guys could have. 

         
         “What about Jesse?” snapped Cass. 
         

         
         “Did you guys break up for real?” 

         
         “I know Thomas still hangs out with him. You tell me,” said Cass. 

         
         Erin rolled her eyes. “Thomas and Jesse have been best friends since they were, like, eight, Cass.” 

         
         “And Thomas has been my brother since he was born. A little loyalty wouldn’t kill him.” 
         

         
         Erin wasn’t particularly in the mood to defend her husband, even though she thought Cass was being melodramatic. Honestly,
            Jesse Morgan was one of the best catches Port Holcomb had to offer. He was kind and smart and decent-looking. He owned a store.
            He didn’t chew tobacco or get so mad at the Green Bay Packers that he lost entire weekends. 
         

         
         “Thomas is loyal,” said Erin carefully. 

         
         “I know, I know. Sorry. I’m being a jerk. The rental car—” 

         
         Erin waved her hand. Cass hadn’t bought the right kind of protection for the rental car so she got a huge fee for the deer
            situation. Erin and Thomas had paid it, because they could and Cass couldn’t. That was that. Erin could either get in her
            feelings about it or understand the truth: that family was exactly who you were supposed to turn to in those moments. 
         

         
         “I’ll pay you back.” 

         
         “Don’t be stupid,” said Erin. 

         
         “To be honest, I did kind of think I’d have the Baumhaus to fall back on. For work. How dumb was I? And now that that isn’t an option . . . I don’t know.” 

         
         “What did you go to school for again? Writing?” 

         
         “Communications. And I dropped out,” Cass reminded her. “So I’m kind of screwed.”

         
         “Well.” 

         
         “You can say it. I’m the family failure.” 

         
         Erin froze a bit. She had known Cass for six years, the same amount of time she’d known Jesse. And in six years, Cass had
            always made it subtly clear that Erin simply wasn’t in her inner circle. Cass had her real sister, she had her daughter, she
            had her husband, and that was how things were. Even when the four of them hung out, in the early days, Cass had always seemed
            to look down on her. Her little brother’s girlfriend, who wouldn’t stick around. She’d never had a conversation with her like
            this. 
         

         
         “Cass,” she said slowly, “I don’t think that.” 

         
         “You went to law school.” 

         
         “I never took the bar,” Erin reminded her.

         
         “Neither did Thomas!” It was true. UW graduates didn’t have to take the bar to practice law as long as they stayed in Wisconsin.
            
         

         
         “You . . .” Cass put a book down gently. “You were always so smart. Like you knew exactly where you were going in life.” 

         
         “Cass,” said Erin flatly. “I’m a stay-at-home wife, for God’s sake. Most of my law class thinks I’ve flushed my future down the toilet by getting pregnant, which has basically been my full-time job the past few years. I never, ever looked down on you. Not a single time. I swear.” Fingers only slightly crossed, because the cult thing— Okay! Okay, she’d thought that was crazy! But not dropping out of school. Erin remembered that feeling well—the tightness in your throat and discomfort in your chest. The question constantly on your tongue, if what you were doing was what you were meant to do. Meandering paths were not foreign to her. 

         
         “Okay,” said Cass carefully.

         
         “I mean it!” 

         
         “Okay.” Her sister-in-law still didn’t believe her. Erin could tell. But as Cass moved from the onesies to the tiny baby moccasins,
            she pretended to make them walk across the wardrobe, and they both laughed. 
         

         
         “Hey. I actually wanted to show you something.” Cass cleared her throat. “A new Mama Llama letter I could use help with. Luna
            just sent it over.” 
         

         
         “Did you call Hilary?” 

         
         “No. This one’s—” She glanced at Erin. “I think you’d be the most helpful.” 

         
         Erin felt a little honored, while Cass pulled her laptop out of her faded messenger bag. After all, Hilary had three whole
            kids, and Erin’s one and only was still cooking. What could she be more of an expert on than Hilary? 
         

         
         But when Cass showed her the letter, while Erin propped herself up against the wall on a blue reading pillow, she understood.
            
         

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Mama Llama, 

                  Part of me hopes you won’t answer this letter, because I’m afraid people on the internet will tear me apart. I’m the proud mom of a four-year-old girl, but the year after she was born, and then again last year, I suffered painful miscarriages that have left me feeling ripped open. 

                  I know. I’m so ungrateful. I should focus on what’s right in front of me. I should count my blessings. But I sort of feel
                     suffocated by all of that typical advice because the truth is, I’m trying to do that and it isn’t working. My friends and
                     family think I’ve totally moved on. Even my husband never, ever brings up our losses. But I’m still so devastated by them
                     that sometimes I can’t get out of bed. I see families with piles of kids and just think, Why us? Why do we only get the one? I think of what my other babies would be named, or what they would look like. I wonder if they’d be shyer or quieter to balance
                     out my daughter’s exuberant personality. 
                  

                  I want to be grateful for the life I have, Mama Llama. But how do I get back to being who I once was? 

                  I can’t do this anymore.

                  Love, 

                  Just Plain Sad 

               

            

         
         “I don’t know what to say,” said Cass quietly. “I thought you might . . .” 

         
         Erin nodded. And she began typing. Cass silently went back to folding. 

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Just Plain Sad, 

                  I’m so sorry. 

                  Everyone says that to you, don’t they? “I’m so sorry.” They say it, and they mean it, and then they go back to their lives. Washing dishes and reading books and attending meetings that could have been emails. You can’t blame them for it; they have their lives to live. But you feel like you don’t have yours anymore. 

                  Because the truth is that you’re in two different worlds. They’re in the normal world, and you’re in the world where your
                     babies are dead. You asked how you can go back to who you once were, but I’m afraid you can’t, you beautiful, tough-as-nails
                     soul. You will never be the same again. You are now a person whose babies have died. You can’t be what you once were. You
                     must be something new now. You need to somehow create a life in this place where your soul’s been ripped to shreds, because
                     that’s what grief is. 
                  

                  Their I’m so sorrys are not what you want. What you want is your babies back in your arms, and you will not have that. Not now, not here on
                     this earth. 
                  

                  You say you can’t do this anymore, Just Plain Sad, but you are doing it. You are doing it every time you play with your living
                     daughter and squeeze her cheeks. You are doing it every time you get out of bed when you’d rather lie in your sweatpants and
                     watch The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives for hours and rot. You are doing it every time you feel the sun on your face, and the wind in your hair, and the grass beneath
                     your feet. I’m sorry you feel that you can’t do it anymore, but you have a daughter who needs you, so you must. The only one
                     who can do it is you. 
                  

                  Let me give you two practical suggestions: the first is to find a therapist specifically trained in trauma and grief. And the second is to tell your husband. Tell him you feel like your heart has been sliced open and that you sometimes hate him and that you are not okay. Tell him that as honestly and lovingly and clearly as you can. Do not apologize if you start crying. 

                  This grief is real. It is painful. And it doesn’t need to be the entire portrait of your existence. It’s a brushstroke of
                     paint that’s in the terrifying, beautiful, painful, horrendous, amazing mural of your life.
                  

                  Love, 

                  Mama Llama

               

            

         
         After Cass read the letter, she looked at Erin. 

         
         “You can say it,” said Erin.

         
         “Oh, Erin,” Cass said. Her heart was breaking, and Erin could tell. “I’m so sorry.” 

         
         “I know,” said Erin. “Me too.” 

         
         

         Hilary watched her three children scamper across the Port Holcomb Public Library and wiped her sweaty bangs off her face.
            Hauling in their canvas tote of book returns had been the most exercise she’d had in a while. But something about it did squeeze
            her heart a little, make her feel like she’d earned a Good Mom gold star. The library was enriching. Reading was one of the best things for kids, and all three of hers were voracious. Plus,
            it was free. 
         

         
         She opened her mouth to remind Levi that for every graphic novel he picked out, he had to get one “normal” book, but she remembered Cass’s—well, Mama Llama’s, and her own—advice about readers having the right to choose, and swallowed her words. He picked out a graphic novel about the Romanovs, and after flipping through to the end to make sure the author wasn’t super dedicated to a visually accurate representation of the House of Special Purpose, handed it back to him approvingly. 

         
         The Port Holcomb library had been one of Hilary’s safe havens her entire life. As a kid, Remy had viewed the library as one
            of the cheapest, simplest outings they could take. After learning to sign her last name, S-i-m-o-n, Hilary was able to get her own library card, much to her younger siblings’ envy. The three of them could take home as many
            books as the canvas tote would hold, and Remy would carefully attach the receipt to the fridge with a magnet so they wouldn’t
            forget what they had out. Hilary would wander the shelves, carefully selecting everything from fairy-tale retellings to mysteries
            to collections of spooky stories to books on dog grooming, not that they’d ever owned a dog. Remy had always taken a hands-off
            approach to her books, letting her read whatever she pleased. Now that Hilary thought about it, the idea of the reader having
            the right to choose was instilled in her then, on those long outings with her mother. Although this was probably why she’d
            first read Flowers in the Attic at nine years old, which—not ideal. Surely readers having the right to choose had some kind of boundary that didn’t involve
            fourth graders reading about incest? 
         

         
         Even after Hilary had started officially working at the Baumhaus, serving fries and carrying cocktails, and had finally had enough money to buy books, she’d loved the library. There was something so comforting about those endless rows of books, and the calm knowledge that she’d never get to them all. She’d do her homework there when she wanted to get away from Cass and her gaggle of friends. She’d draw there, at the corner table, and stay for as long as she’d liked while the kind librarians restocked the art history section. As a new mom, she’d brought Fiona to a thousand story times, singing “Hickory Dickory Dock” and rocking back and forth with her daughter on her lap. And after her divorce, it had been her sanctuary. Hilary had taken so many phone calls with the lawyer in the parking lot. It felt like a safe, generous place, as if had she needed backup, the librarians would run out and kick Nathan’s ass. It didn’t make any sense. But it was how she felt. Like nothing truly bad could ever happen to her there. 

         
         Her own children’s tastes were much simpler than her own. Levi wanted historic graphic novels, of which many high-quality
            ones were currently being written. Wyatt wanted to read about sports, sports, and only sports. Fiona had always been a fantasy
            girl, looking for a good amount of swords or battles, but lately had also been tiptoeing into some of the classics Hilary
            had loved—Ella Enchanted, The Giver, the Nancy Drew mysteries, Walk Two Moons. All three of her children took their library cultivation extremely seriously. 
         

         
         Hilary wandered around Nonfiction, frequently casting glances over at the children’s section to make sure none of her kids was being scolded by the patient yet firm children’s librarian. She wandered through Travel, which had always been her favorite section even though she barely went anywhere. Her meager commission salary didn’t allow for European plane tickets, and besides, she wasn’t about to ask Nathan to watch the kids for longer than he already did. She already worried the entire time when they were with him, when she wasn’t feeling horribly guilty for sleeping in or watching eight hours of Love Island USA. 

         
         Food writing, politics, history. Man—libraries! There was just so much she loved about them. All of this information, just
            waiting for her to consume it. She turned the aisle and found herself staring at a book called Parenting in Polish—What the Eastern Europeans Can Teach Us About Motherhood. Somehow, she’d wound up in Parenting. 
         

         
         She pulled the book off the shelf and flipped through it. Well-behaved children who ate everything; isn’t that what a book
            had recently said French kids did? Or Danish ones? Did every country really have it that much more together than the US, or
            were American moms the only suckers who bought this kind of thing? 
         

         
         Hilary briefly thought of her little sister, sitting in her old bedroom, sending parenting advice to millions of people across
            the world from her laptop. They had no idea that only a month ago, she was following around a woman who said that hiring a
            responsible teenager, or even asking your mother-in-law to cover you for a date night, was “outsourcing” your parenthood.
            
         

         
         Outsourcing! Of all of the bullshit Lacey had gone on about—man. Hilary didn’t like to admit it, but she had occasionally creeped on the woman on social media. She’d had to. This woman, with her perfect hair and straight teeth, had ripped Cass away from her family. She had actually admired Lacey’s insistence that children didn’t need a father; it was a nice reprieve from the constant guilt Hilary hauled around about single motherhood, even though she knew Lacey’s assertion was against every statistic she’d ever read and that her own father had been everything to her. She’d also had no problem with the baking recipes and had even used a couple of Lacey’s cleaning tips (powdered Tide was the perfect grout-cleaning tool—who knew?) before Lacey became so obsessed with chemicals. 

         
         But the thing that had gotten Hilary the most upset, the insistence that had caused her heart to leap into her throat, was
            the thing about childcare. Insisting you could have no help, and if you did, it was cheating. 
         

         
         Hilary already felt like a terrible mother for the nights she went to bed so agonizingly touched out she felt she could cry.
            She already knew that the nights she skipped a read-aloud and instead put on an audiobook were a major cause of her guilt.
            She already knew that she was bad at this, so terribly bad at it, and that practically the only saving graces were when Remy
            would come over and watch the kids in the backyard so Hilary could take a nap, or the few, precious mornings she paid the
            neighbor girl, a responsible seventeen-year-old who actually enjoyed crafts, so that she could run errands solo. This was
            her village, as meager and pathetic as it felt. And Lacey wanted it taken from her. In fact, Lacey believed it was evidence
            of Hilary’s horrendous parenting. 
         

         
         Yes, Hilary outsourced lunch-making and supervising at times. She’d certainly outsourced swim lessons, because Port Holcomb
            Rec did just fine and Hilary’s vainest trait was how much she hated getting her hair wet in public. 
         

         
         But when Fiona woke up in the middle of the night with a nightmare, her forehead wet with sweat, it was Hilary who rushed into her room and tucked her back in, ensuring nobody could climb in through her locked window and snatch her up. When Wyatt came home devastated because a boy at school had said that he was no good at soccer, it was Hilary who gathered him into her arms and reminded him that he was talented and kind and worthy, all on his own. When Levi asked where people went when they died after Joseph’s funeral, it was Hilary who had realized what he was really asking was whether his grandpa was safe, and whether or not love lasted on and on through funerals and burials and all of the hard afters. She’d even pushed her Catholic guilt aside and talked about heaven, half to please her grieving mother and half because
            she wanted to believe in it more than ever now.
         

         
         Hilary’s motherhood was not outsourced. It was hard-fought and wrenched through at times, but it was all her, every single
            day.
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         “Mommy? Can Sophie come to the park?” 

         
         Cass glanced up from her notebook. She’d been promising to take Eloise to the park nearly all afternoon. It was one of the
            worst ironies of her life that her work spent promoting Heart Centered Motherhood was so often the thing these days that kept
            her from spending time with her own child. 
         

         
         “Let Mama finish one more thing,” Cass promised. She quickly struck a line through a name on her list. The girl, Kyla, had
            sounded so interested in what the Mommune was doing. But she’d called back only thirty minutes after Cass had sent her the
            onboarding documents. Her mom was concerned, she’d explained. She’d seen some things Lacey was saying online, and it all seemed
            a bit extreme. She was going to move in with her mom for a bit, with her two sons. Maybe next year. Maybe at some point. Maybe
            eventually. 
         

         
         It annoyed Cass to no end. She could just see Kyla’s mother scrolling Lacey’s profile and scrunching her eyebrows in distaste. It was the same thing Remy had done. All of these mothers who’d barely raised their children, who’d stuck them in the care of whoever walked in the door so that they could go find themselves or run restaurants. Who’d let them run wild, with no rules or boundaries or structure. Of course they were offended at the very notion that someone would want to center their life on their children. Of course it disgusted them. They saw the problems of the world—the violence, the
            drug use, the homelessness—and attributed it to what, exactly? A failed attempt at women’s liberation? More women got accepted
            into med school than men these days! The truth was that it was because of that liberation bullshit women were in this mess
            to begin with.
         

         
         And this, too: Lacey would be furious. She didn’t want to admit that this project she’d put so much time into was struggling.
            Lacey had uprooted everything about her life for this dream of the Mommune, but the truth was that the cracks were growing
            more quickly than Cass could paint over them. 
         

         
         Emylee had left the week before. Cass had tried to talk sense into her, but she said that it wasn’t working for her kids.
            They didn’t like being homeschooled. They didn’t like living with so many other people. And besides, they missed their dad.
            Jonah had been calling. He was begging her to go to therapy, to try again. 
         

         
         “You’re making a mistake,” Cass had told her, her voice breaking. She loved Emylee. Their nights staying up late talking were
            so precious to her. Emylee was smart and creative; she was such a light in the house. 
         

         
         “I don’t think I am,” said Emylee, as evenly as she could. She gave Cass a formal goodbye before turning and hugging Anna Kate and Nicole tightly. Whispering to them to call her. Cass’s heart hurt—why wasn’t she saying she’d miss Cass? Why wasn’t she leaving Cass her number? 
         

         
         Lacey didn’t even say goodbye to Emylee. She was working in the office while the other moms watched the Uber drive off. Emylee
            turned and looked at them through the back window. She waved. But not to Cass. 
         

         
         “Sure, honey,” said Cass to Eloise, snapping back to the present. She slammed her notebook shut. Whatever. Lacey was right—they
            didn’t need Emylee, and they didn’t need this Kyla girl either. “You go potty and find your shoes. I’ll go ask her.” 
         

         
         She ventured upstairs, where all of the bedrooms were. Sophie spent a lot of time in her room—more than Cass thought was normal,
            to be honest. She didn’t even have toys in there. Cass wasn’t sure what exactly she spent most of her days doing. Sophie and
            Eloise had been best friends at one point and spent most of their days together. But now, each of the kids in the Mommune
            seemed to be alone so often. All of the moms and kids used to be constantly together in the living room, but now it was as
            if everyone’s bedroom was their own private island. 
         

         
         “Lacey?” Cass called out. “I’m going to the park with Eloise—can I take Sophie? Let you work awhile?” 

         
         No answer. She was pretty sure she’d seen them come up here. She walked down to their room and knocked on the door. 

         
         “Lacey?” she called. “Soph?” 

         
         The door opened just a crack. Lacey smiled, but she looked exhausted. 

         
         “What do you need?” she asked impatiently. 

         
         “Going to the park,” said Cass. “Can I bring Sophie? Eloise was asking.” 

         
         “Not right now, okay?” said Lacey. “She’s resting.” 

         
         “Okay. What if we waited a few—” 

         
         Lacey shut the door in her face. 

         
         At the park, Cass pushed Eloise on the swings. She dug with her in the sandbox. She watched her go down the slide and cheered
            every time. Another little girl was there, running around, shrieking loudly. Her mother sat on the bench and scrolled on her
            phone. 
         

         
         Cass’s own phone dinged, and she pulled it out. There was a text from Lacey. 

         
         
            You didn’t mark where you were going on the whiteboard. 

         

         Shit. She’d forgotten. It was one of Lacey’s newest ideas—a whiteboard where each mom and kid had a magnet. You had to write
            where you were going, so that people knew where you were. It was about safety. The house was deep back in the woods, and it
            wasn’t like they had all these husbands around to protect them. 
         

         
         Emylee had thought it was weird. I don’t get why I have to say when I leave, she’d explained. It just feels a little— She waved her hand. 
         

         
         A little what? Lacey had asked flatly. And that was that. 
         

         
         Lacey had been cold lately. That was true. But Emylee hadn’t understood how much stress she was under. Cass had seen the real Lacey enough times to understand that this—this rule-obsessed, bitter hardliner—wasn’t her. She’d poured so much of her money into the Mommune, and if someone got, like, attacked by a moose, what the hell was she supposed to do? The girls needed to remember that the Mommune was supposed to be a group project. They were like little girls, wanting Mother Lacey to do everything for them. 

         
         
            OMG—sorry! My bad! 😬

         

         A moment later, another text from Lacey. Sorry about earlier. Sophie’s having a hard day and I’m just so freaking tired. You know how it is. Sometimes I feel like
               you’re the only one who does, honestly, so I shouldn’t have been such a jerk. I love you, girl. 
         

         
         Cass responded quickly. 

         
         
            ♥ you too. Don’t worry about it at all. I know you’re under a ton of stress. 
            

         

         She was the only one who understood Lacey. She owed it to her friend to remember the small things, like moving magnets on
            a whiteboard. 
         

         
         “Homeschooler?” the mom on her phone called out to Cass. 

         
         “Me? Yup,” Cass said. 

         
         “Awesome. It’s so great to be able to do things like this in the middle of the day, isn’t it?” Cass nodded and smiled. It
            really was. She couldn’t imagine plopping Eloise in a classroom all day. 
         

         
         “Just so you know,” the mom continued, “we have a co-op over in Rhinelander. We get together for gym classes, art classes . . . all totally optional, but a really fun way for the kids to get some socialization.” 

         
         “That’s so cool,” said Cass. She’d hoped that the Mommune would be a little more structured like that with their homeschooling,
            but it was proving hard to plan out. She could tell the other girls didn’t really like her ideas but didn’t want to say anything.
            
         

         
         “I’ll give you my number,” the mom said. “I’m Heather.” 

         
         “It’s nice to meet you,” said Cass. They exchanged numbers and Heather told Cass more about the co-op. She did feel like Eloise
            needed a few more friends. 
         

         
         Another text popped up on her phone, from her mother. She’d asked Remy to stop messaging her, but she wouldn’t. It was infuriating.
            Her dad was sick, and her mom wanted her to come home. But Cass couldn’t even imagine it. She knew Lacey wouldn’t want her
            to, and besides, how could she sit next to her dying father and try to explain herself? Try to apologize for taking Eloise
            from him for this long? 
         

         
         The last time she’d picked up Eloise after an overnight with Jesse, he had said something about it. That he’d been to see
            Joseph, and that he didn’t look so good. The invitation had been implicit. Cass hadn’t said anything. It was as if a giant
            wall had shot up in her brain the moment somebody mentioned her father. 
         

         
         How could she return now? After leaving? After having been gone? How could she waltz in and claim to be a part of something
            that she wasn’t? 
         

         
         She couldn’t exist in these two worlds. She had to pick one. Lacey needed her. Her dad had her mother, but Lacey had nobody. Her dad would be fine. He would be. Joseph was the toughest person she knew. 

         
         When she told Lacey that night about the homeschool co-op, Lacey wrinkled her nose. 

         
         “Why would we want to get together with a bunch of random other moms?” she said, as if Cass had suggested they all get jobs
            as garbage women. 
         

         
         “It’s really more for the kids,” Cass explained weakly. “This woman’s philosophy was really cool, and she was kind of like
            us—believing moms are the first teachers?” 
         

         
         “I think having each other is enough, don’t you?” Lacey asked coolly. “I think we have everything we need, right here. Don’t
            go to that park anymore. She sounds creepy.” 
         

         
         

         One night, Cass couldn’t sleep. She heard voices in the living room and longed to join in. But lately, when she entered the
            room, it felt like Anna Kate and Nicole stopped talking. She wanted so badly to go back to how things once were. When they’d
            shared every struggle, every stressor. When motherhood had felt like something they were all in together. 
         

         
         She needed water, so they’d have to deal with her presence, whether they wanted to or not. She got out of bed and walked as
            quietly as she could down the stairs, purposely skipping the step that squeaked. If they needed a little girl time, without
            her or Lacey, she’d give it to them. 
         

         
         “You can’t really blame Emylee, though,” Anna Kate was saying. “I kind of wish I had her guts to talk to Lacey like that.”
            
         

         
         “I know. Me too,” Nicole responded. 

         
         “And she was so mad at Cass for throwing out her snacks,” said Anna Kate. “She acted like Emylee had smuggled in meth.” The
            girls giggled, and Cass’s face flushed with anger. Those fruit snacks Emylee had been hoarding were full of poison. They’d
            made agreements when they moved in, and if Lacey saw them, it was Cass she’d turn on for not keeping a tighter hold on things.
            So, sue her—she’d chucked them in the garbage and scolded Emylee like a teenager. If she was going to act like one, that was
            how Cass would treat her. 
         

         
         “It’s like—do you ever feel like—I mean, it’s different. Different than it seems online,” whispered Anna Kate. 

         
         “Good different or bad different?” 

         
         “Um. Both?” 

         
         “Yeah. Both.” 

         
         Cass froze. 

         
         “I mean, the way Lacey was talking about Jonah . . . Emylee was pissed,” Anna Kate said quietly. Cass knew the conversation
            they were referring to. It was just before Emylee left. She’d showed them all the texts from her ex-husband, and Lacey had
            gone on one of her classic rants about fathers being the downfall of society. About the beauty of true feminine power not
            being diluted by masculine energy. 
         

         
         “I mean, you can almost understand it, though,” said Nicole. “How Sophie’s dad treated her.” 

         
         “What?” asked Anna Kate. At this, Cass’s ears perked up. Sophie’s dad? What the hell was Nicole talking about? Sophie’s dad
            was a sperm donor. Lacey had never even met him. “I didn’t even know she wasn’t married until the Mommune started, and I’ve
            been following her for years.” 
         

         
         “I know, right? But I actually started following her because my friend from college used to work with her.” 
         

         
         “Where?”

         
         “This marketing firm in Chicago. They did ads for, like, condiments—it was one of those random places, you know? Like, who
            writes ads for ketchup? But Lacey was their social media person, and then she got fired because she hooked up with the CEO.
            And then got pregnant.” 
         

         
         Cass was infuriated. How dare they spread this bullshit? God, Nicole could be such an idiot! She’d shown up at the Mommune
            crying, desperate for a home after her husband had ditched her for a personal trainer he’d met at church of all places. Lacey gave her a discount on rent! And this was how she treated her? By making up wild stories? 
         

         
         “That’s insane,” said Anna Kate. 
         

         
         “I know. Just shatters her, like, perfect image, doesn’t it? But I guess he didn’t want anything to do with them. My friend
            said it was really sad,” Nicole added quickly, tacked it on so she could earn her good-person credentials. Sure, I’ll spread crazy, unfounded rumors—but it’s really sad, isn’t it? 

         
         Forget the water. Cass practically ran back upstairs, not caring how much noise she made. She lay awake in her bed for hours.
            She still couldn’t sleep. 
         

         
         

         The next day, Lacey and Cass sat in the office. Anna Kate and Nicole had taken their kids to the playground, and Eloise had tagged along. Sophie was resting, Lacey explained. They needed to talk new recruitment ideas—maybe look into paid advertising, but they had to check the rules. These social media companies were getting so strict about what you could or couldn’t say. 

         
         “Lacey?” asked Cass. She couldn’t ask. She had to ask. 
         

         
         “Yeah? What, you think paying for ads is kind of dumb? I do, too, but these days, money buys eyeballs. It’s really pay to
            play.” 
         

         
         “No, it’s not that. I just—” She licked her lips. Swallowed hard. “I read something. On the internet. Something dumb, okay?
            And I just wanted to ask you about it.” She hadn’t. But she knew throwing Nicole under the bus would get her kicked out. And
            that was the last thing the Mommune needed, when it was barely surviving. 
         

         
         “Okay,” said Lacey slowly. 

         
         “Did—Sophie’s dad was a sperm donor, right? He was just, like, from a sperm bank?” Even saying those words kind of gave her the shivers. Her Catholic
            parents would be horrified. Didn’t everyone have the right to become a parent? No, her mother would say. But look at Remy. She’d become a mother when she probably shouldn’t have been. When she let her children
            get hurt. Wasn’t Lacey more worthy than that?
         

         
         Lacey stared at her. Cass could feel her heart beating in her fingertips. 

         
         “No,” she said quietly. “I was—No. He was someone I used to know.” 

         
         “You lied to me,” said Cass. 

         
         “I did,” said Lacey. “I’m sorry. But it’s not really any of your business. Or anybody else’s. And it was horrible. It was—” Lacey blinked fast, and her mouth screwed up at the corner. Was she about to cry? Lacey didn’t cry. Lots of girls in the Mommune did. Even Cass occasionally, when she missed her dad or thought about how nice it would be to lie next to Jesse for a while. But she’d never, ever seen Lacey cry. Not after all this time. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” said Cass quickly. “I just—I wanted to—” 

         
         “It’s okay,” whispered Lacey. She was crying now, a few tears slipping down her cheeks, leaving toxin-free mascara tracks. “Sorry. I can’t believe I’m so emotional.
            It was just a bad situation, okay? It was this older guy at work. And he would—tell me these things. About how beautiful I
            was. Oh my God—stupid stuff, you know?” 
         

         
         “Yeah,” said Cass, even though she wasn’t sure she did. 

         
         “And then when I got pregnant—it was so bad. It was the worst day of my life, Cass. He wanted me to have an abortion. He wanted
            to pay for it. He was so nice, saying he’d drive me, saying he would take care of me after. But then when I told him I couldn’t,
            he said—I can’t say what he said.” 
         

         
         “You don’t have to. It’s okay.” Cass felt horrible. 

         
         “I wanted her,” said Lacey, her voice breaking. “From the second she existed.” 

         
         “I know you did,” said Cass. “My sister-in-law—she’s been trying to have a baby. Maybe she has one by now.” Erin’s face flashed
            through her mind. Erin, Thomas. Her people. She pushed them right back out of her brain. “I haven’t talked to her in a year.
            But her miscarriage killed her.” 
         

         
         “Right. I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t—I needed her,” said Lacey. She was sobbing a little now, but still quietly. “She needed
            me, too. And so I lost my job. And I lost my community. And I was just—on my own. I needed a village and I didn’t have one.”
            
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, Lacey,” said Cass. And she was. She opened her arms, and Lacey tucked into them, laying her head on Cass’s
            shoulder. 
         

         
         “That’s why we’re here,” whispered Cass, running her hand through Lacey’s hair. “We’ll be your village now.” 

         
         “You can’t depend on anybody,” Lacey whispered back. “You can only trust yourself. These men . . .”

         
         “I know,” Cass said. But what she was really remembering was how when she told Jesse she was pregnant with Eloise, he fell
            to his knees and cried. 
         

         
         

         That night, as Cass lay in bed, a text from her mother came up on her phone. 

         
         Her dad was dead. 

         
         Cass stared at the text message for almost a whole minute before taking her phone, cocking her arm, and throwing it as hard
            as she could at the wall. It broke with a slick crack down the center. Eloise didn’t even stir.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Four

         
         
            2025

            Port Holcomb 

         

         “You are . . .” 

         
         “Smart!” 

         
         “And you are . . .” 

         
         “Kind!” 

         
         “And you are . . .” 

         
         “Beautiful!” 

         
         Cass opened her arms and Eloise fell into them. It had been a hard morning, filled with tears and tantrums. Cass sort of thought
            it was because of all of the sugary processed shit Remy kept feeding her daughter, but it wasn’t like she could complain about
            the free food they were getting. 
         

         
         Besides, she knew they’d be out of there soon. Remy insisted she loved having them, but had also kindly let her know that
            a family from church was looking for someone to rent their house for a year. They were giving a huge discount, since it was
            actually a favor (house-sitting while they spent the year in Vermont for a work fellowship), and Remy was willing to pay for
            half of it. Cass tried to view it as a generous gift and not an unceremonious booting. 
         

         
         For her part, Cass had been applying to jobs like a lunatic. But the massive gap on her résumé spoke loudly, and it wasn’t like she could put Lacey’s name as a reference. She thought about just putting that she was a personal assistant for an influencer, but what if they wondered why she didn’t have a letter of recommendation? What if they thought influencers were trashy blondes who asked for free hotel stays, instead of competent businesswomen? What if they talked to someone who talked to someone who learned about her situation? Cass felt like her life was one long stream of what-ifs, none of them leading to good places. But even she knew, looking at her résumé, that putting stay-at-home mom was akin to nothing. Even though being a stay-at-home mom qualified her for more work than her college classes ever had.
            She basically ran a household, for God’s sake. She organized schedules and managed time and calculated the grocery budget.
            And anyone who’d seen her convince Eloise to eat more vegetables knew her negotiation skills were out of this world; she’d
            probably qualify for the FBI hostage rescue team. How different was all of that from running a dentist’s office or something?
            At least people whose appointments had been canceled probably weren’t going to scream in her face, the way Eloise did when
            she hadn’t gotten enough sleep. 
         

         
         For now, what she had was Mama Llama, which was going well. Luna excitedly sent her feedback from her bosses, who were absolutely
            thrilled with her click rate. “Dear Mama Llama” had become more than an advice column; it was practically a cultural phenomenon.
            Erin’s miscarriage article had been talked about on The View, even. People wanted to interview her, if she’d let Luna reveal who she was, which she obviously wouldn’t. The success of Mama Llama had been covered by everyone from smaller online outlets to larger ones, like national newspapers running pieces on why everyone was so obsessed with The Hive’s secret new parenting writer. 

         
         Only Cass knew that none of this could ever undo the things she’d done. Her debt would never be paid. She and Hilary and Erin
            could help moms all over the world, but it would all be a Band-Aid on the mothers that her work with Lacey had left bullet
            holes in. Weirdly, she sort of wondered what Mama Llama would tell her about the guilt she hefted around like a heavy armful
            of firewood. 
         

         
         Cass tucked Eloise in for her quiet time with a thick stack of picture books and her stuffed rabbit before gently shutting
            her bedroom door. She could probably go help Remy at the supper club—tonight was its final dinner service; its giant goodbye
            to the public. But she couldn’t bring herself to do anything but flop down on the couch. Eloise had spent the morning fighting
            with her on everything from which underwear she was going to wear to whether or not she could watch an extra episode of Gabby’s Dollhouse to what type of cup she could sip her juice out of. When I’m a grown-up, she had stubbornly insisted, I will only have pink and purple cups. No ugly green ones. 
         

         
         Part of her—a much larger part of her than she wanted to admit—longed for Jesse. She needed another adult to walk in and make
            decisions from time to time. She needed Eloise to have someone else to take her anger out on. She needed someone to at least
            see her in her exhaustion. 
         

         
         You’re her mother, Lacey’s voice echoed in her ears. You’re her guide. She still couldn’t unhear Lacey, even after a few weeks. Every time she chose an outfit or a book or a snack, she first
            thought of what Lacey would say. It was like she couldn’t remember the sound of her own voice. Lacey would have been horrified
            that in her tiredness, Cass wanted a man. She would have insisted that Cass dry her eyes and do it on her own, with only her
            fellow mamas in the Mommune to help her. Only other women who agreed that their hearts should be centered on the little ones
            in front of them. 
         

         
         Lacey believed in making kids’ worlds as safe as possible. Eliminating anything extra, like trampoline parks (broken arms)
            or added sugar (heart disease) or pets in the house (dogs could turn in an instant and maul people’s faces off, according
            to Lacey, although that was one of the hardest things she had to convince the other girls of). Cass wanted to keep Eloise
            safe more than anything. She wanted to put her in a shiny bubble, like Glinda in The Wizard of Oz, and just pull her through life as if she were attached to a balloon string. When she thought of Eloise getting hurt, it was
            as if her heart were going to shatter in a million pieces. 
         

         
         Was it worth that joy from her shrieks on the trampoline at Hilary’s? Was this trade-off in favor of safety going to help
            Eloise in the long run, or hurt her? Had A. J. Hommen been worth Cass’s years of going out and doing as she pleased without
            so much as a curfew? 
         

         
         And husbands—husbands were the worst. Fathers. If kids were abused, it was almost always the dad. Dads wanted all of the say, Lacey would complain, her eyes starting to light up, but none of the work. Who did the bedtime stories? Who made the sandwiches? Then why did the dads think they got input on discipline plans or schooling choices? Why did we give these men so much power? 
         

         
         But then, Cass would always picture Jesse. Jesse, who admittedly was clueless about most household tasks and couldn’t get
            Eloise dressed if Cass didn’t walk him through what outfit to put on her, sure. But also—Jesse who would sing “We Will Rock
            You” and make her little baby feet stomp. Jesse, who, as far as Cass could tell, had never uttered a single bad word about
            her to their daughter, had never put any blame on Cass for the dissolution of their family. 
         

         
         And she’d picture her own dad, of course. When she wasn’t successful at pushing their last meeting out of her mind. 

         
         Remy had asked if she could invite Jesse to the final dinner service at the Baumhaus. But Cass had said no. She didn’t think
            she could take it, the way he flowed so effortlessly into the family she struggled to fit into. He’d be celebrated and embraced,
            and it would remind everyone that it was she, Cass, who was the problem. 
         

         
         Besides, she had three things to go over before the Baumhaus farewell. First of all, she had to finish her latest Mama Llama
            letter—a question from Sleepless in Seattle about bedtime routines. Just before dinner, Hilary was stopping by with the kids
            so Cass could do her makeup, just like the old days, and Fiona was bringing Eloise her American Girl doll. She was extremely
            excited to bestow a Kit upon her, which Cass thought was sweet. Eloise had never been that into dolls, so she hoped her daughter
            would show a proper amount of excitement. 
         

         
         But in between those two things, she had a phone call she had to take. And this one wasn’t with a journalist. 

         
         Kevin Marrigan had kind eyes and movie-star hair. He looked like someone who should have been in black-and-white films. But
            he wasn’t an actor. 
         

         
         He was a prosecutor. 

         
         Lacey had been charged, he’d explained in the voicemail. Felony child abuse. Cass had been there, had seen so much. She needed
            to tell her story. She owed Sophie that. He’d really said that, too, and Cass knew it was true. 
         

         
         What did Cass owe people? That was the question she asked herself a million times a day. What did she owe Sophie? Lacey? Anna
            Kate? 
         

         
         What did Cass owe herself? 

         
         There was one person she knew she owed. The person she’d brought into this world. She had a responsibility to make it the
            best place she could. She had a duty to make the world Eloise inhabited a place of joy and safety and beauty. 
         

         
         She texted Jesse a photo of their daughter, all curled up with her rabbit. She owed Eloise’s father things, too. 

         
         She’s perfect, he wrote back. She stared at the text for a long time. 
         

         
         

         Erin waddled out of her thirty-six-week appointment. Waddled. She hated that word, but it was really the only word for it. She was every ounce of the gigantic pregnant woman stereotype. She’d started out with such high hopes, thinking she might be like those French women who basically looked as if they’d stuck a basketball under their shirt. After all, she mainly ate Whole30 and hadn’t missed her weekly Pilates class since she’d been married. 

         
         But this baby inside her, the baby she was so infinitely grateful for, the baby she had hoped and dreamed and begged God for,
            was a carbohydrate monster. Carbs. That’s all the girl wanted. Baguettes with butter; pretzels dipped in mustard; peanut butter
            sandwiches with crunchy peanut butter, which Erin had never liked before. She was starting to think she might give birth to
            a brioche roll. 
         

         
         So after every doctor’s appointment, she treated herself to a muffin from The Bean. One of the giant blueberry ones. She’d
            passed her test for gestational diabetes and swung wildly between being proud of herself for her body positivity and mentally
            planning out her postpartum training schedule. Breastfeeding would burn calories, right? 
         

         
         As she sat and ate her muffin, she remembered the last time she’d been there. When she’d bumped into Alyson and learned that
            her husband was maybe having an affair. 
         

         
         Well, he wasn’t. That was good. But it was still betrayal. It felt like an affair to Erin. 
         

         
         It wasn’t that she was anti-therapy. She’d even told Just Plain Sad to go to a therapist, hadn’t she? And it was the most popular letter Mama Llama had written so far. It was that—Well, maybe she was a little anti-therapy. In some cases. Because, look, people had gotten by for thousands of years without this kind of stuff, right? Without paying hundreds of dollars for someone to tell you to focus on yourself? Thomas didn’t need that message. He focused on himself plenty. He worked constantly and bought himself practically whatever he wanted. Therapy should be used for people who had traumatic childhoods where they’d been locked in basements, not men whose mothers doted on them well into adulthood. Thomas’s childhood had been a walk in the park! Half the town worshipped the ground he walked on. The Simon children had grown up being told every single day that they were loved and special and important. What childhood wounds could they possibly need to scrape out with a shrink’s scalpel? 
         

         
         The miscarriages—those were Erin’s weight to bear. Those were her grievances. Those were her memories she thought of in the middle of the night, crying as silently as she possibly could. How
            dare he act as if he were struggling with it? As if he were the one who’d had to lie on that table? 
         

         
         God, she was terrible. She was a monster! Of course Thomas had the right to feel sad. They were his babies, too. Erin was
            doing that thing where she was being completely unfair, and she knew she was being completely unfair, but she couldn’t stop it. She didn’t have control of her wild, ravaging emotions, streaming
            down a river of rage. She wished she could blame it on the pregnancy, but the truth was that she’d always been that way. She
            held herself to exacting standards, and others, too. She wanted Thomas to simultaneously care very deeply about their babies
            and also be totally supportive of her, even though she never wanted to talk about them. Ever. 
         

         
         But still. So many people had already asked her if this baby was her first. And she kept saying yes, but it felt untrue. No, she longed to say. No. I’ve been a mother for years. 

         
         She thought of Just Plain Sad, feeling so unseen by her husband. Erin wondered if that was how Thomas felt. 

         
         As they got ready for dinner, Erin kept finding herself looking at Thomas. At the sharpness of his jawline, the broadness of his shoulders. In some lights, he looked so much like his father it was freaky. 

         
         “How was your day?” she forced out. They were both still upset, but they were trying to push forward. This wasn’t any kind
            of way to bring a new life to the world. This wasn’t how she wanted to start parenthood. 
         

         
         “It was good,” he said, clearing his throat. “Actually—” He cleared his throat again. “I wanted to ask you something.” 

         
         “Yeah?” She leaned forward to the mirror, looking at her skin. She knew a lot of people had pregnancy acne, but one gift she’d
            been given was the total opposite. Her skin was shiny and dewy. She looked almost angelic. 
         

         
         “I was—I was wondering if . . .” He cleared his throat again. 

         
         “Spit it out.” She laughed.

         
         “I was wondering if you’d come to counseling with me next week,” he said in a rush. 

         
         Erin froze. 

         
         “I just . . . I have some things that I want to talk about, and the counselor said maybe you could come in and we could . . .
            talk with him about them. If the baby hasn’t come yet, of course. I mean, duh. I think it might be good. I just—I want us
            in a good place. So that we can kind of have a new chapter, you know?” 
         

         
         “We are in a good place,” said Erin, slamming her hand down on the counter. He had to do this? He had to bring this up right now?
            This was so Thomas. Always raining on any parade they could find. Thomas was the kind of person who got a bonus at work only
            to turn around and remind her of how much the taxes on it would be. “Goddamnit, Thomas.” 
         

         
         “Erin—” 

         
         I’m about to have a baby, she wanted to scream. I’m a gazillion weeks pregnant, and you can’t just let it go, you can’t just let us be happy for what we have!

         
         But then she thought of what Mama Llama would say. 

         
         “I’ll think about it,” she said, her voice breaking, and the look of relief on his face was so pure that she couldn’t help
            but wrap him up in the tightest hug she could possibly give, considering she closely resembled a beluga whale.
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         Hilary stared at herself in the mirror of the Baumhaus bathroom. She’d let Cass do her makeup, which was a mistake. It had
            always been a mistake. They had different coloring, and besides, Cass liked way more makeup caked on than Hilary did. Her
            sister would line her eyes and smudge her eye shadow just right, running a brush over her face and calling it contouring.
            
         

         
         “It’s just another form of art,” Cass had explained to her a million times in high school, completely confused as to why her
            older sister, who proclaimed to love beautiful things, refused to turn herself into one. 
         

         
         But tonight, they’d been pregaming this particular dinner. The very last dinner service night at the supper club. It had to go out with a bang. Hilary had gone over to her mom’s and sipped coffee with her sister while Fiona taught her cousin to make friendship bracelets. The temperature, in typical Wisconsin spring fashion, had suddenly plummeted. The boys ran around outside zipped up in their winter coats, which Hilary had optimistically put away a couple of weeks before and had to drag back out of the closet. Cass had pulled her makeup bag out of her tote and pointed at Hilary, insisting she needed a makeover. 

         
         “I think the last time you gave me a makeover, there was still a PDQ on Main Street instead of a Kwik Trip,” said Hilary.
            
         

         
         “I think the last time you put a little effort into your looks, we were serving tables at the Baumhaus,” Cass had countered.
            
         

         
         She was right. It was true. Hilary was a person of messy buns and paint-splattered jeans. She just didn’t have it in her these
            days to give her face more than a minute every morning. There wasn’t enough makeup in the world to cover up the single-working-mom
            exhaustion that bled out of all of her pores. 
         

         
         Hilary stared in the mirror, trying to familiarize herself with her face. She didn’t do this very often, and maybe it was
            the cocktails, but something made her pause and really look at herself. She didn’t even remember what her own face looked
            like. This face—the face of someone who’d been through what she’d been through. The face of someone who was surviving. 
         

         
         Someone knocked on the door of the Baumhaus bathroom. 

         
         “One sec,” she called. She quickly took a paper towel, wet it, and rubbed furiously at her face. She just wanted to feel like
            herself again. 
         

         
         When she opened the door back up, she almost slammed into her sister-in-law. 

         
         “Oh, sorry,” she said, surprised. “Thomas here, too?” 

         
         “Bar,” said Erin, with a slight eye roll. They were all supposed to eat dinner together, one big, happy family. Minus Remy,
            who was working, as always. 
         

         
         “Got it. You okay?” Erin looked kind of pissed. Well, more pissed than usual. God, Erin could have a stick up her ass sometimes. Although, Hilary could admit, being nine months pregnant could do that to anyone. 

         
         “Just have to pee,” she said, and shut the door. 

         
         “Darling daughter,” Remy called out, waving her over. Hilary pushed around tables of regulars, accepting wrist squeezes and
            waves, before she made it to her mother. 
         

         
         “It feels weird in here,” said Hilary, nodding at the walls. So much of the decor had come down. They were practically empty.
            She wondered where it had all gone—the old maps of the Northwoods and fishing lakes, or the fish themselves, mounted on plaques.
            Her dad’s forty-four-inch northern pike, his pride and joy, that had always hung over the bar. 
         

         
         “I know,” said Remy. “All these people, though—It feels good, huh? Feels like we did something good here.” She smiled, gently.
            Hilary was proud of her mother in that moment. She just looked content, pure and simple, in a way she hadn’t seen her in ages.
            
         

         
         “Hey! Your face!” Cass said accusingly, suddenly appearing as if summoned. 

         
         Hilary touched her face. “It was too much! I’m sorry.” 

         
         “I did her makeup,” Cass explained to their mom. “She looked beautiful.” 

         
         “She always looks beautiful,” said Remy, who hadn’t worn makeup since 2003. Hilary’s heart swelled for her kind, workaholic,
            sometimes overly opinionated mother. She was doing the right thing. 
         

         
         The night passed by in a buzz of fried fish and old-fashioneds. Thomas was downing the cocktails. It seemed like every time poor Mauricio came by he was requesting another. Hilary tried to give him the Sister Eyes—the ones that said don’t get drunk, you idiot. He blissfully looked away and ignored her. The girls worked their way through Fiona’s grown-up coloring book, Eloise fascinated
            with the intricate birds and butterflies, while the twins played a never-ending game of Uno and argued over the rules. Remy
            kept popping over to kiss them on their heads like they were all little kids. They kept having to chorus a hi to the myriad of people swinging by their table, telling them of long-ago graduation parties and wedding receptions. Saying
            that they all looked so grown up. 
         

         
         She felt it, sitting there—how many people had decided to spend the most important nights of their lives there. At the place
            her great-grandfather had built. She shoved away her guilt and sipped her old-fashioned, willing herself to feel confident
            in her mother’s decision. 
         

         
         As the supper club started to close and more and more people left, Thomas took the kids outside for fresh air and some firefly
            catching. He was a good uncle, but he was more than a little inebriated, so Cass kept glancing out the window to make sure
            no kid had fallen into the lake. Hilary and Erin were going over Cass’s latest “Dear Mama Llama” request—on whether your kids
            should join travel sports leagues. Their Mama Llama letters were huge hits; nearly every single one became the most popular
            piece on The Hive, which had upped Cass’s assignment to twice weekly. 
         

         
         “These people think their kids are going to be the next Christian Yelich. And statistically, they’re just not,” argued Hilary.

         
         “Sure. But don’t sports teach kids things?” Erin pointed out. “Discipline. Responsibility. Sportsmanship.” 

         
         “You can learn that on a normal rec league,” said Cass, bopping back over to the table. “One that also lets kids have a life. Don’t you think?” 
         

         
         “The cost is what kills me,” said Erin. “I mean—geez. This lady wants to pay seven thousand dollars for her kid to play baseball?
            I don’t think my parents would have spent that on a life-saving surgery for me.” The sisters cackled. 
         

         
         “I’m not saying they’re all bad. They’re not the devil. I mean, if you have just one kid . . . But still. Fiona does elite soccer, and we already feel the pressure to move up to
            travel ball,” admitted Hilary. 
         

         
         “Dad would have said hell no,” Cass pointed out. “Remember how badly Thomas wanted to do the fancy soccer league? The one
            that had tournaments all the way in Milwaukee?”
         

         
         “Dad also said we needed to have family time on weekends, and then spent nearly every Saturday and Sunday either working here
            or watching football,” said Hilary with an eye roll. 
         

         
         “Or fishing,” Cass agreed. “Hey, speaking of Dad. The fish.” 

         
         Hilary furrowed her brow and took another sip of her Lite. God, it was hot in here. Someone dropped something back in the
            kitchen, a clatter on the ground. “Dad’s fish?” 
         

         
         “Yeah. That used to hang above the bar.” Cass reached over and grabbed the last few fries off Eloise’s abandoned plate. 

         
         “What about it?” asked Hilary. 

         
         “Where’d it go?” 

         
         “I don’t know,” said Hilary. “I’d assume Mom has it. Why?” 
         

         
         “Because I want it,” said Cass, as if it were obvious. 

         
         “You do?” Then, she made a face. Nathan used to have to remind Hilary that her face was, in fact, on the outside of her body. She
            knew the face she was making. The why-would-you-get-the-fish face. 
         

         
         “Um, yes? I was there when it was caught,” she said. “I named the damn thing. Norbert the Northern, remember?” 
         

         
         That did vaguely ring a bell, but Hilary had kind of assumed skipping your dad’s funeral meant giving up any rights to the
            fish. The fish that suddenly seemed like the most important thing in Hilary’s entire life. The fish that until about two and
            a half minutes ago she’d considered tacky decor, the kind of thing that gave Wisconsin all of its obnoxious stereotypes. But
            that was her dad’s fish. Her dad, who’d always, she secretly thought, loved his oldest daughter just a touch more than anybody
            else in the world. Her dad, who had put Band-Aids on her knee and tossed her into the lake. Her dad, who slipped prayer cards
            into her purse when she wasn’t looking and babysat her kids constantly, happily, with no questions asked. Her dad, who, when
            she told him she was getting a divorce, put his hands to his face and muttered, Oh, peanut. I’m so proud of you. 
         

         
         Cass—Cass hadn’t even been there, through all of the chemo and the appointments. She hadn’t held the bucket while he threw up his Popsicles, she hadn’t
            held his hand while he cried, and she wasn’t getting that freaking fish. 
         

         
         “To be honest, you might have to fight Thomas for it,” said Erin. Her voice had that “attempting to sound casual” tone, as if she was relishing twisting the knife a bit. “I mean. Father-son-dead-animal bond and all.” 

         
         “Thomas hated fishing,” Hilary and Cass said in unison. 

         
         “Oh my gosh.” Remy flopped into a chair. “My feet are killing me. I can’t say I’m that sad to see it go, guys. Can’t say I’m
            sad tonight at all.” Classic Remy: inserting herself into the conversation without taking three seconds to see what they were
            talking about first. 
         

         
         “Mom,” Hilary said quickly. “Where’s Dad’s fish? The big one that hung over the bar.” 

         
         “The northern?” 

         
         “Norbert the Northern,” Cass bit in defensively, as if it were her firstborn son. 

         
          “Well . . .” Their mother glanced at Cass. Silence hung thick over the table.

         
         Oh, no. 

         
         Hilary knew exactly where that fish was. Goddamnit, Remy. 

         
         “Mom,” said Cass, slowly and steadily. She knew, too. Hilary could tell. Her sister knew where that fish was the way she knew
            where her dad was: in Sacred Hearts Cemetery, six feet under. “Where’s the fish.” 
         

         
         “I gave it to Jesse,” Remy said, both quietly and defensively. Cass slammed her hand down on the table. Hilary jumped, and
            so did the last two lingering patrons, who quickly gathered their things and left. They didn’t want any part of the Simon
            family madness. The Baumhaus had gone downhill since Joseph’s death, they’d heard, and besides, the prime rib had been a little dry. 
         

         
         “Mom. Why?” Cass had tears in her eyes. “Why would you do that to me?” 
         

         
         “Jesse?” Erin practically spat out. Her eyes were furious.
         

         
         “He fished with your dad every single month,” Remy said evenly. “You girls know that. Joseph loved him like a son, and—” 

         
         “You know,” Erin snapped, and Hilary’s eyebrows shot up. Hilary was mad, too. Of course she was. But Erin was acting as if
            Remy had burned her house to the ground. She’d never talked to her mother-in-law like this before. Erin was nothing if not a world-class ass kisser, a martyr of the first degree
            who thought Remy’s own daughters didn’t appreciate her and made that known. Her voice dripped with vitriol. “He did have an
            actual son. One that would have appreciated the fish.” 
         

         
         Remy turned to her, her eyes with a bit of crackle in them, smoke starting to trickle from her ears. “Well, fishing was something
            special he shared with Jesse.” 
         

         
         “Are they even divorced all the way?” asked Hilary, taking an indignant sip of her watered-down cocktail. “Nobody tells me
            anything.” 
         

         
         “Nobody tells you anything? Nobody tells me anything. And they’re not divorced at all,” said Erin. “Jesse said—” 
         

         
         “That’s none of your business,” snapped Cass. “Me and Jesse are nobody’s business, and I can’t believe you’d give that fish to him.” 
         

         
         Remy snorted. 

         
         “What?” said Cass. 

         
         “I can’t believe—I can’t believe a lot of things. But never mind that.” Remy put her hands up. “Just never you mind.” 

         
         “No, go right ahead,” Cass said, gesturing with her own hands. “Fill me in, Mom. I’m all ears.” 

         
         “Jesse was at the funeral. Jesse was there in those last moments, Cassandra Jane, and . . .” Remy shrugged. “We all make choices.”
            
         

         
         “We sure do,” spat Cass. “We sure fucking do.” 

         
         “There’s no need for profanity,” said Remy. 

         
         “Says the woman who taught me every word I know,” Cass shot back. 

         
         “Okay, okay,” said Hilary, reaching out and touching her sister, who recoiled as if a snake had bitten her. “Everyone, chill.”
            
         

         
         “You come back,” said Remy, in an eerily calm voice, “after two years. Two years, when we called, texted—he begged to see that little girl. On his deathbed, he asked for his granddaughter, and you didn’t even respond to our texts. And now—What,
            you want the fish? You want the fish? Running off with that girl, thinking you’d had it so tough, thinking you were a better mother than I was—” 
         

         
         “I am a better mother than you were! News flash at nine!” shouted Cass, and the hush that fell over the Baumhaus was like none
            it had ever heard. The Toebler curse was alive and well, after all. 
         

         
         And then, there he was—Thomas, bursting in, the kids all trailing behind him with sleep in their eyes. 

         
         “Holy shit,” he said, holding out his phone. His eyes looked panicked. “Cass.” 

         
         “Did you know Jesse had that fish?” Hilary asked him angrily. 

         
         “Can you not swear in front of the kids, Thomas? Jesus,” snapped Cass. 

         
         “Can you not use the Lord’s name in vain?” Remy practically snarled at her. 
         

         
         “Can you not put the almighty Catholic church above everything else in your stupid life?” Cass again. 
         

         
         “Can you all shut the hell up and look at this?” snapped Thomas. He shoved the phone in front of their faces, and they all
            leaned over. 
         

         
         It was an article in The Pacific. There was a black-and-white photo of Lacey Garrick—one of her perfect selfies, laid next to her mug shot. A terrible photo
            of her—bloodshot eyes, mussed hair. The headline was “Inside the Mommune: Lacey Garrick’s House of Horrors.” 
         

         
         Hilary snorted. “House of horrors? Really?” But Cass had frozen. 

         
         “Scroll,” said Thomas flatly. He was not joking. 

         
         “Look, Mommy,” said Eloise, pointing. “Miss Lacey. She needs to brush her hair.” 

         
         Cass took the phone so only she could see it, and scrolled. Slowly, her face went white until she was the color of a Wisconsin
            snowstorm. She looked up at Thomas, her eyes wide. 
         

         
         “Cass,” he said, as deathly calm as his family had ever heard him. “What the fuck did you do?”
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         Lia was new to the Mommune. All blond hair and sugar-free bubble gum, tan arms and sparkling eyes. She looked so happy to
            be there, and Cass knew Lacey was thrilled to have her move in. Lacey had doubled her rent, charging her more than anybody
            else. They needed the money, badly. Heart Centered Motherhood’s courses were taking a massive dip. People were burned out
            on online courses after the pandemic. Moms were getting braver, bolder, more hands off. Some mom in Florida got arrested for
            letting her kid walk to the store unattended and the internet was up in arms about helicopter parents and the nanny state.
            It wasn’t good for their model. 
         

         
         “I’m a single mom,” said Lia. “My husband—He was always . . . He never got it, after Jack was born. He never understood us.”
            
         

         
         “We do,” Cass told her smoothly. 
         

         
         This felt like a last attempt, a Hail Mary pass. Lia could breathe new life into things if they could only catch her. 

         
         Cass walked her through the house, explaining things. Why you had to say where you were going, and when. Why your social media posts had to be approved by Lacey. Why the kitchen had open hours and closed hours and set food options. Why the Wi-Fi was limited. Why the books were approved. As the day went on, Lia’s eyes started to dim. Her two-year-old boy kept asking for Daddy. 

         
         Lacey stood in the corner. She watched them, tapping her nails on the counter. She stared at Cass’s J tattoo. Cass quickly covered it with her thumb. 
         

         
         Jesse still had his C. She’d seen it at the last drop-off. 
         

         
         “It feels like a lot of rules,” Lia admitted. “It’s a little overwhelming.” 

         
         “Rules keep us safe,” Cass replied. She thought. She tried to think, anyway. 

         
         

         One day at lunch, while Cass sliced sourdough and Anna Kate washed tomatoes, Anna Kate told her about a story she’d read online.
            
         

         
         “There’s this whale in the Strait of Gibraltar,” Anna Kate said. 

         
         “Where’s that?” 

         
         “It connects the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. This orca kept attacking fishing boats. Orcas almost never attack
            humans in the wild, but this one did. She even managed to capsize a few. They’re calling her Barbara.” 
         

         
         “Was she rabid or something?” Cass asked. Did whales get rabies? 

         
         “No,” said Anna Kate. “Researchers thought she was protecting her calf, and that maybe she’d had a bad experience with a boat or something. Like, someone had tried to harm her, and now she associated fishing boats with danger. But guess what?” 

         
         “What?” Cass started pouring juice into cups. It was their homemade kind—mostly water infused with fruit. 

         
         “Her baby would follow her to the boats. Which was really dangerous. And she ended up getting hurt by a boat propeller. She
            was saved by a whale rescue organization. But Barbara’s still out there.” Anna Kate gently laid the slices of tomato down
            on the sourdough. “The article said that the baby makes long-range sounds every night. She’s looking for her mother. She wants
            to go home.”
         

         
         

         Sophie was sick, Lacey said. That was how it started. 

         
         It felt like Sophie got sick a lot. She was so often kept in that room. They lived in the same house, but Eloise never saw
            her anymore and had by now stopped asking for her old playmate. It was normal for little kids to get sick a lot, of course.
            But Cass had thought it was because kids who went to preschool or day care were always shoving stuff into their mouths. She’d
            thought it was because of their terrible diets and their lack of clean protein. 
         

         
         Moms who lived in the Mommune weren’t supposed to take their kids to the doctor. You have to understand, Lacey explained,
            that wellness visits were really an excuse to shame parents into vaccination schedules and pointless milestones. Eloise hadn’t seen a physician
            since they’d moved in. She got a few bad coughs, but they were nothing honey and warm water hadn’t been able to cure. Cass
            got flashes of her mother giving her the same concoction, but with a dash of whiskey. 
         

         
         But Sophie hadn’t left their room. Cass hadn’t even seen Lacey taking meals up. 

         
         And she heard crying. Crying in the middle of the night. A gut-wrenching crying, the kind that shook her to the bone. She’d
            hear a few thumps, and the crying would stop. More crying, more thumps, more silence. Cass’s heart would beat so fast that
            she felt it in her toes. She’d never understood how people could freeze when they panicked. She did now. 
         

         
         Every day began to feel tighter. Breathing felt like sucking through a straw. Lia lasted only two weeks. Her reel she posted
            the day after returning home said that they were strict and crazy and out-of-control. It said Lacey screamed at her daughter.
            It said Heart Centered Motherhood was a penny-pinching scam, a farce built on making moms feel bad about themselves. 
         

         
         The following week, Lacey told Cass she had to sell her car. She owed back payments on rent. 

         
         “I work for my rent,” said Cass, confused. She always had. Lacey hadn’t paid her for a year. All of those hours spent managing
            the house, organizing their schedules, recruiting new members. 
         

         
         Lacey gestured at the empty house. “Well, you haven’t really been doing your job, have you?”

         
         Cass told Jesse she couldn’t do drop-offs for visits anymore in a short, cursory text message. She didn’t have a car anymore.
            He responded with a calm threat to call the police. Cass borrowed Lacey’s and made the usual trek to a Culver’s parking lot,
            halfway between Riverton and Port Holcomb. 
         

         
         “Don’t take her through the drive-through,” Cass warned him as Eloise whined for cheese curds. “That fried food will—” 

         
         “You,” said Jesse, “are the last person on planet Earth I’m taking parenting tips from.” 

         
         Cass’s cheeks flushed. That wasn’t fair. She was a good mother. She was. 

         
         “Are you okay?” asked Jesse. His voice was frustrated, but Cass had known him since they were children. There was concern
            under that frustration, gasping for air. He didn’t want to care, but he did. “You look—” 
         

         
         “I’m fine,” she said. “I’m perfectly fine.” 

         
         “Cass . . .” he started. But she was already back in Lacey’s car, buckling her seat belt. 

         
         It’s giving cult, someone on the internet said. 
         

         
         The way they all live together is freaky, someone on the internet said. 
         

         
         Has anyone seen Lacey’s daughter? She’s never in posts anymore, someone on the internet said. 
         

         
         

         “Lacey?” Cass asked. She knocked on her door tentatively. Eloise was asleep. It was early evening, and all of the girls and
            kids had retreated to their rooms. The house was dark and silent, even though it was full of people. People treated their
            bedrooms like prison cells these days. If Eloise laughed too loud, Cass shushed her. They would still create content together
            every day, reels of laughter and dancing and mommy-fied girlhood, but afterward, it was like a light was switched. The smiles
            disappeared; the shoulders were cold. Their roles were over. Anna Kate and Nicole whispered and whispered. 
         

         
         “Lacey, I need to talk to you.” 

         
         Lacey opened the door just a crack. “What do you need, Cass?” Impatient, annoyed. Her fortress was being disturbed. 

         
         Cass swallowed hard. “Where’s Sophie?” 

         
         “Why?” Her voice held a thousand knives. Cass knew, standing there, that the Lacey Garrick she’d known and treasured was gone.
            Perhaps she’d never even been there. The person who stood before her was a liar, a charlatan, and a scam artist. She knew
            it, deep between her ribs. 
         

         
         But Sophie. She couldn’t leave Sophie there. Cass, in her heart, was a mother. 

         
         “I haven’t seen her in a week,” said Cass. “I’m worried about her. Do you think she needs a doctor if she’s that sick?” Please,
            Cass thought, let her be that sick. It was a horrible, horrible thought. But antibiotics could heal a serious sickness. Medicine.
            Surgery. Doctors. What she feared was something far more difficult to fix. 
         

         
         “What have I told you about doctors?” snapped Lacey. She was convinced doctors were part of the anti-mother conspiracy taking
            over the nation. They were in bed with pharmaceutical companies; they were in it for the paycheck. They stabbed children with
            chemicals and poisoned them. They invented milestones to try and shame you into falling for their ploys. 
         

         
         “Lacey,” said Cass evenly, “I am very, very concerned, okay? You’re my friend. I’m saying this because you’re my friend. This isn’t right. You don’t want to do this. What if something happened to her that you could have prevented?” What if you’re doing something to her? 
         

         
         Lacey stuck her head out two inches farther. She lowered her voice so soft that Cass had to lean in even more to hear her.
            
         

         
         “Listen, you,” she said, spitting venom. “You think you know shit about anything?”

         
         “I—” 

         
         “I can ruin your life.” Her eyes were wild; someone was in there that was not Lacey. “I can call your beloved fucking Jesse
            right now, couldn’t I? Bring your daughter to him. Tell him how she cried for him, how—” 
         

         
         “Lacey, stop it. Stop this right now.” 

         
         “I built this. I made this. This is mine. Get that through your head.” She straightened back up. “Good night, Cass!” she said
            cheerfully, loudly enough for all to hear. Then she slammed the door in her former best friend’s face. 
         

         
         

         How fast can a person leave everything? 

         
         Fast. A duffel bag. An armful of clothing. 

         
         Eloise stirred, and Cass gently lifted her up. Her faded bunny rabbit flopped over, and Cass deftly caught Miss Bun-Bun and
            tucked her back against Eloise’s chest. Her daughter had always been a heavy sleeper. 
         

         
         Lacey was right. She had a lot of information about Cass. She’d seen Cass at her worst. But this, perhaps, would be Cass at
            her best. Because for her many flaws, Cassandra Jane Simon-then-Morgan-now-unclear had snuck out of windows more times than
            Lacey could possibly know. These days, she was the perfect mother. Doting and delirious. But once upon a time, Cass had been
            the wildest girl at Port Holcomb High School, and deep down under the layers of toxic-free moisturizer and coconut oil, that
            girl still existed. 
         

         
         Silently, skipping over the step that creaked, she made it to the living room. She had to get outside and down the road, and then she’d try to get an Uber as she started walking. If she couldn’t get one—no guarantees in Riverton; it wasn’t exactly a metropolis—she’d walk the two miles. That was fine. That was nothing. Eloise was heavy, but Cass was strong. She just had to make it to the twenty-four-hour car rental place one town over, where vacationers got their Ford Focuses. And she had to call someone with money who would help her, no questions asked. Someone she hadn’t talked to in almost two years. 

         
         “Cass.” 

         
         Shit. She jumped in the air. But it wasn’t Lacey standing there—it was Anna Kate, with a mug of tea. She looked gaunt, like something
            ghostly had taken her over. Her eyes were bright and piercing in the dark of the moonlit living room. 
         

         
         They stood there, simply staring at each other for a minute. Cass shifted a sleeping Eloise to her other hip. It was going
            to be cold outside; Eloise was wrapped up tightly. 
         

         
         Without saying goodbye, Cass slowly walked toward the door and opened it. She turned back—maybe she should invite Anna Kate.
            Maybe she should tell her to come with. Maybe she should apologize, explaining that she never should have convinced her to
            come here, that she had a family who loved her, that this place was not at all what it seemed. 
         

         
         But by the time she turned back, Anna Kate was gone. 

         
         

         A stupid, stupid mistake on her part: there was no service to order an Uber. The house’s meager Wi-Fi wasn’t on at night,
            and Riverton’s cell service was like living on the moon. She was furious with herself. But what was there to do? She walked.
            
         

         
         By the time she stumbled into the rental car company, she was exhausted. The lone worker looked at her suspiciously—who was
            this woman, stumbling in in the dead of the night, holding a child, no less? And a bag? But Cass quickly called Thomas. Cass? Oh my God. What’s going on? Are you okay? 

         
         He told her to give him straight to the rental car worker, and she did. The guy took down a bunch of information before handing
            her the keys. It was that simple. Thomas could move mountains when he needed to. Well, his open wallet didn’t hurt. 
         

         
         Eloise finally woke up as Cass was tucking her into the car. There was no booster seat available, and it made her panicky.
            What if they got in some kind of horrible car accident and her daughter went flying? What if Eloise’s skull got cracked open
            on the pavement and it was all her fault? 
         

         
         But she had no other option. 

         
         She ripped out of the rental car parking lot, wondering if Anna Kate had told Lacey that she’d left. It was four in the morning.
            The darkness seemed to go on for miles. She just had to make it to the highway. 
         

         
         Fingers fumbling, she called 911 as she squinted at road signs. Cass used to have dreams about calling 911. Over and over
            again, she’d try to dial the number, but something would always get in her way. She’d hit the wrong number or be put on hold.
            She’d never actually had to call it before, and what if—
         

         
         “911, what’s your emergency?” 

         
         Cass quickly spat out what she knew, which wasn’t much. She used to live at a house. She wanted a welfare check done on a girl who lived there. She had reasons to believe the girl was being abused. She described what she’d been a witness to. 

         
         She left her phone number in case someone needed to follow up with her, and the call ended. 

         
         “Mommy?” Eloise asked sleepily. “Where are we going?” 

         
         Cass put her blinker on. This rental her brother was paying for was nicer than any car she’d ever driven. 

         
         She had just enough money in her wallet for a night or two at a motel. She had to figure out next steps. 

         
         “Home, baby,” she said, and once again: “We’re going home.”
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         Cass grabbed Eloise and pulled her to her dad’s old Subaru, the piece of shit she’d been driving around that required prayers
            when going up a hill. She barely buckled her daughter in before screeching out of the Baumhaus parking lot. 
         

         
         She’d heard of so many people having heart attacks—was this what they felt like? When your heart was pounding so hard in your
            chest that you could feel it in your fingertips, in your toes, in your forehead? She felt like she’d seen something online
            once about how to know if you’re having a heart attack. What had it said? Something about smelling burnt toast, or was that
            a stroke? Her vision began to blur on the side but she focused on the way ahead of her, just like she’d done the night she
            left the Mommune. Just the small path ahead of her. Just whatever the streetlights would illuminate. 
         

         
         “Mommy?” asked Eloise. She was crying. She wanted to play with her cousins. Uncle Thomas had promised her ice cream. 

         
         “We needed to go, baby,” she said. “Sorry. When we get home, you can watch some Bluey, okay?” Home. Where the hell was that? They couldn’t stay at Remy’s. Especially now. Her mother would want nothing to do with her. 

         
         She pulled into Remy’s driveway with a loud screech of the tires. Mrs. Maxwell next door looked over at her curiously. Mrs. Maxwell had been at the Baumhaus earlier, eating french
            fries dipped in mustard. She wasn’t the type of person to read The Pacific. 
         

         
         “Cassandra? You okay, honey?” she called. She’d said the same thing a thousand times when Cass had returned home slightly
            tipsy from football games or parties in high school. 
         

         
         “Just fine,” Cass tried to sing back, her voice shaking. She pulled Eloise out of the car. Her daughter was still screaming.
            
         

         
         As soon as she got into her mom’s house, she plopped Eloise down on the couch and turned on her favorite episode of that soothing
            show. What was it about the Bluey theme song that instantly made her heart slow down? Cass went in her room and pulled out the same duffel bag she’d brought
            to Remy’s from the Mommune. God, where would they go? What would they do? 
         

         
         She sat on the bed, exhausted at the prospect of it all. Of starting over again; of packing up the few things they’d even unpacked. Of uprooting Eloise. Of still finding herself unable to give her daughter
            stability. 
         

         
         Maybe she didn’t have to. Maybe her mom would take pity on her. She knew her dad would have, if he was there. Or maybe he
            wouldn’t have, if he knew the things she’d done. That’s why she hadn’t come back, wasn’t it? Because the judgment from Remy
            was infuriating, but judgment from Joseph would have been unbearable. 
         

         
         She lay down in the bed and pulled the quilt over her head, creating a little cocoon. She often did this at the Mommune, since she and Eloise shared a room. She’d wait until her daughter fell asleep before watching shows she’d downloaded, silently with the captions on. 

         
         She clicked over to the article, taking a deep breath. She almost wished there was a paywall, so it’d cut down on traffic—but
            nope. There it was, in all of its freeloading glory. 
         

         
         By Patty Madix. 

         
         She started reading. Okay, Lacey’s background—she knew all of that. The part about Sophie’s dad was excruciating. Lacey would
            be devastated that it was now public knowledge. Something in her felt a pang of sympathy even now. Of course, it said nothing
            about how he reacted when she wouldn’t get an abortion. Just that he wouldn’t comment for the story, although he was currently
            caring for Sophie. God, that made Cass want to throw up. Sophie didn’t even know him. The man was now demanding accountability,
            custody— Well, where the fuck had he been the past seven years? Why wasn’t anyone asking that question? 
         

         
         She kept reading. Lacey’s start as an influencer. The #girlboss trend, the #tradwife thing. Lacey was shiny, happy, glowy.
            Her breathy, giggly voice-overs captivated millions, Patty Madix wrote. Cass had written the script for some of those voice-overs. 
         

         
         And there was her name. Lacey, authentic to her brand, had no nanny. She had no house cleaner. She didn’t even have a lawn guy. Her only employee
               at this time was her assistant, Cassandra Morgan, who went by Cass and had first been an avid Lacey fan. 
         

         
         Oh, God. There it was. She kept reading, as fast as her eyes could fly across the screen. 

         
         Lacey, gaining momentum. Lacey, buying the property in Riverton. Lacey, and— There she was again. 

         
         “So when I first reached out, all communication was through Cass,” Anna Kate Poulter explained. She’d go on to live at the Mommune
               for a year. “Cass was very much Lacey’s right-hand woman.” 

         
         Emylee Backman, who lived at the Mommune with her twin boys until late 2024, agreed. “You couldn’t even get to Lacey without
               going through Cass.” That was bullshit. Lacey just hadn’t liked Emylee. 
         

         
         While Lacey continued to be the public-facing figure of the Mommune, according to the women who lived there, it was Cass who
               carried out daily tasks like ensuring everyone was in at curfew and enforcing the strict food rules. 

         
         The strict food rules? They’d all agreed that dye was poison! They’d agreed to those rules before they’d ever moved in! Cass
            started silently crying. 
         

         
         The article talked about Lacey’s philosophy and her guidelines for parenting. It shared an excerpt of the book she’d been
            working on. It talked about how they had to let Lacey know where they were at all times. “They’d said it was for safety,” Emylee said—the they being Lacey and Cass. 
         

         
         And then, it described how Sophie was found. Oh, Sophie. That sweet girl. Cass was really crying now. They called her the
            minor child, as if she were a nameless, faceless creature. As if she weren’t a little girl who loved unicorns and homemade
            play dough, a girl who thought Lacey hung the moon. 
         

         
         When The Pacific reached out to Cass, she expressed regret for her actions and said she’d wished she’d never met Lacey. Wisconsin state prosecutors
               have repeated in multiple news conferences that they believe Lacey was the only one in the home committing criminal child
               abuse. The other children found in the home have been returned to their mothers, who have all posted public apologies for their involvement with the Heart Centered Motherhood movement. 

         
         Lacey Garrick is currently being held without bail. 

         
         “Mommy?” Cass ripped her blanket off her head. Eloise stood there, looking terrified. She quickly wiped the tears from her
            face.
         

         
         “Yeah, baby? What’s wrong?” 

         
         Eloise scampered over to her. “You were sad. I’m sorry you’re so sad.” 

         
         Cass swallowed hard. She must have been sobbing. She reached out and pulled Eloise into bed with her, tucking herself as a
            shell around her daughter the way Eloise tucked herself around her faded gray rabbit. She pressed her nose into Eloise’s hair
            and inhaled that sweet scent she loved so much. She would stay there, safe and sound in Cass’s arms. Nothing would hurt her.
            Cass would keep it all away. 
         

         
         

         “Cass.” 

         
         Cass winced at the sound. 

         
         “Cass.” Someone shaking her shoulder, whispering. She opened her eyes slowly. It was Hilary, her hair in a tangled knot on her head.
            
         

         
         Her sister nodded toward the door. Man, it must have been late—it was pitch dark outside. Eloise was softly snoring. She loved that sound. She had a thousand recordings of it, saved to her phone, and she listened to them sometimes on nights when Jesse had her. 

         
         As carefully as she could, Cass untangled herself from her daughter’s limbs and followed her sister out the door. Rubbing
            the exhaustion and crusted tears from her eyes, she was surprised to see her mom’s brightly lit kitchen table—and sitting
            at it were Erin and Remy. 
         

         
         “Where are—” she began. 

         
         “Thomas is at my house,” Hilary said. “He said he had a feeling it would be a late night.” She kind of glanced at Erin as
            she said it, but she ignored her. Okay, something was going on there. 
         

         
         “Cassandra Jane, we need to discuss this shit,” said Remy. 

         
         “Mom,” Hilary said in a warning voice, “we said—” 

         
         “What in God’s name? You said you left. You didn’t say you were the Robin to her Batman,” said Remy. Her mother’s eyes were flaming. 
         

         
         Cass swallowed. This was the angriest she’d ever seen Remy. 

         
         “They released the body cam footage,” said Remy. “They blur the girl’s face—” 

         
         “Sophie,” said Cass. “Her name was Sophie.” 

         
         Erin chewed nervously on the inside of her cheek. “I think, Cass, we’re all just—” 

         
         “We’re all just what?” said Cass, looking at her sister-in-law. Daring her to continue. 

         
         “We’re all just trying to figure out what’s going on,” said Hilary. “God, Cass. Come on. You leave, you come back, you seem
            like you’re here to stay, but this . . . This article is fucking scary.” 
         

         
         “Do you need to swear, Hilary?” said Remy. 

         
         “You just did!” Hilary said, exasperated. 

         
         “I said shit. Shit isn’t really swearing. It’s not the f-word, for crying out loud.” 
         

         
         Cass opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. She waited for someone, anyone, to jump in with something. That was the
            Simon Way—everyone yelling over one another, starting sentences before anyone else had finished them. That wasn’t how it had
            been at the Mommune. Everyone had spoken when they had something to say, and when they were finished speaking, the other person
            would respond. The Simons were always jumping in at the three-fourths point, not quite letting you finish any sentence. She
            could usually depend on them to shout over her and not let her get a word in. This—this silent anticipation—was so much worse.
            
         

         
         “I know it sounds crazy,” said Cass, “but I swear—I swear—at first I thought I was helping. I really did. I was so . . .” 
         

         
         “Tired,” supplied Erin. 

         
         “Overwhelmed?” asked Hilary. 

         
         “Loony,” said Remy, and Hilary gave her another look. Remy held up her fingers and pretended to zip her lips, tossing the
            key to Hilary, who pretended to put it in her pocket. 
         

         
         There they were. 

         
         “All of the above,” said Cass. “I don’t know what happened to me. It was like I had tunnel vision, and all I could see was
            all of the ways Eloise could get . . . hurt. All of the things that could hurt her! I thought I was keeping her safe. I thought Lacey could help me do that. And then . . . things got . . .” She laid her head down on the table. To her surprise, it was her mother who reached over and pushed her hair off her forehead. Cass shut her eyes. 

         
         “You explained this to me,” said Hilary gently. “And I’m trying to get it. But it sounds like you were a bit more . . . instrumental than you let on.” 
         

         
         “I was trying to help other moms. I thought that’s what we were doing. Like I’d discovered some kind of map. But it was getting
            to be too much. All of the things Lacey was making people do—asking me to make people do.” Cass had a thousand visions: reminding
            everyone about the whiteboard, angrily throwing away the fruit snacks Emylee had bought, trying to convince Anna Kate to hire
            a better lawyer, who would fight for 100 percent custody of her daughter. “I was doing my job, but it was feeling a little
            wrong, and then kind of wrong, and then absolutely, totally wrong. Wrongness in every corner.” 
         

         
         She told them about Lacey—the changes in her, starting small and growing stronger. The way her patience with Cass, once so
            infinite, had shrunk to nothing. The way she’d gotten so thin, and the way the bags under her eyes didn’t disappear even with
            her fancy French skin care she sold through affiliate links. 
         

         
         “And one day, she wouldn’t let us see Sophie. Which was so bizarre. Sophie and Eloise were best friends. They did everything
            together. And I knew she was in there, and I knew something wasn’t right. But I couldn’t get through to Lacey.”
         

         
         Cass felt a hand slip into hers. Hilary’s. She could feel the calluses from where she held paintbrushes. 

         
         “So what did you do?” she asked quietly. 

         
         “I called Thomas,” said Cass. Her little brother. The one everyone thought had it all together. The person closest to Jesse who she could reach out to. “I had sold my car and given the money to the Mommune. I wasn’t being paid—I was working for my rent. So I didn’t have any money. He got me a rental car, and I packed Eloise’s things. As soon as we were in the car, I called the police and—” She swallowed. 

         
         “Keep going,” said Hilary. “You’re doing it.” 

         
         “I said I had reason to believe a child was being abused. That I’d heard things. I guess that was enough.” 

         
         “Exigent circumstances,” explained Erin. “It’s a community care situation.” The three other women glanced at her with surprise,
            and she rolled her eyes. “I did go to law school for two years.” 
         

         
         “Right. Sorry.” Cass cleared her throat. “They went into the house but couldn’t even find Sophie. Then a neighbor down the
            road called. Sophie had escaped out a window, asking for food. The police were right there—Lacey didn’t even have time to
            think. They arrested her on the spot.” Anna Kate had texted her all this the next day. I hope you’re happy. I hope you can live with yourself. There were no more true believers. Nobody had stuck by Lacey, Cass least of all. 
         

         
         “So you’re the reason,” Hilary said. 

         
         “I know,” said Cass, her voice cracking. Her eyes swam. “I’m the reason all of those poor women went there in the first place.
            I’m the reason Sophie—I’m the reason she—” 
         

         
         “No, Cass. That’s not what I meant. I mean—I don’t know. Maybe that other stuff, too. But you’re the reason Lacey was caught.
            You’re part of the reason Sophie is safe right now,” said Hilary. She grabbed her sister’s chin and tugged it toward her, until they were looking at each other. Hilary’s serious brown eyes, Cass’s bright blue ones. They’d never looked alike, not even when they were kids. 

         
         “It sounds to me,” said Remy, and Cass flinched, “like you’re the reason this prissy little twit is in jail.” Cass’s shoulders
            relaxed, just slightly. 
         

         
         “Besides,” continued Remy, “nobody reads The Pacific.” 

         
         “Mom. It’s one of the most popular magazines in the country,” said Cass flatly. 

         
         “Okay, coasties and FIBs read it. Who cares.” Remy waved her hand. “Half this town has more skeletons in their closet than
            a friend who went psycho.” 
         

         
         “Everyone’s going to be talking about it,” said Cass miserably. “I figured you’d want me out of here.” 

         
         “Cassandra Jane,” said Remy. “I just got you back.” Cass’s heart swelled. Just like in The Grinch, which she, Hilary, and Thomas used to love watching each year. Three sizes, right then and there. What did she do to get
            this stupid family who always loved her through all of her stupid mistakes and bad decisions? 
         

         
         “I’m sorry I said I was a better mother than you,” said Cass. Her voice sounded ridiculous—blubbery. “I am clearly the world’s
            most awful parent.” 
         

         
         “Hush,” said Remy.

         
         “I looked up Patty Madix. She’s a makeover waiting to happen. And she has a weird chin,” said Erin. 

         
         “Ooh,” said Hilary. “That’s Erin’s version of calling someone a bitch.” 

         
         “Am I trending?” asked Cass.

         
         “Just start praying someone really famous dies and knocks you off the list,” suggested Hilary. “I hear Mom has a direct line to God.” 

         
         Remy sighed, leaning back in her chair. “When you girls were in high school, that Julia Mikkelman used to tell everyone you
            were trouble. Remember her? She probably reads The Pacific. She’s that kind of snob.” 
         

         
         “Raquel Mikkelman’s mom? She was the worst,” said Cass. Raquel was the kind of girl who went into the gym bathroom and straightened
            her hair in between classes, and her mom wore those matching skirt-and-sweater sets as if she were playing tennis in 1964.
            She’d been head of the PTO and always gave Remy shit for not being involved enough. As if the Baumhaus hadn’t hosted every
            PTO fundraiser Cass’s entire childhood. Remy had worked, and while Cass could sometimes—okay, oftentimes—resent her for it, she always felt surges of defensiveness for her mother
            when other women critiqued her. 
         

         
         “The worst,” Remy agreed. “Sorry, Jesus, but it’s true. I overheard her once at the Baumhaus, at a table full of those obnoxious
            PTO women. Talking about how it was so great that you girls had the restaurant to fall back on, because you wouldn’t accomplish
            anything else in life. Hilary was too sullen and Cass was too— What did she call you? I think it was promiscuous.” 
         

         
         Cass rolled her eyes. “I’ve only kissed one boy since I was seventeen years old.” Jesse. Jesse didn’t read The Pacific, but he probably knew people who did. 
         

         
         “Notice she didn’t say anything about Thomas,” said Hilary, elbowing Erin. “Your husband was the golden child, even then.” 

         
         “Did you spit in her chicken?” asked Erin with a smirk. 

         
         “No. I went right up to their table and told her she could shut the hell up or leave. She flounced out like a powder puff,
            and then Cass’s name was spelled wrong in the yearbook that year.” 
         

         
         “I remember that!” said Cass. “Casandra, with one s. Who on earth spells Cassandra that way?” 
         

         
         “Oh, she bought me a few extra days in purgatory, that woman. But nobody talks shit about my girls. You just wait, Cassandra
            Jane. It will blow over like the wind. I know it will.” 
         

         
         “You swore again,” said Cass, feeling herself start to cry again. 

         
         “I told you. Shit isn’t a real swear word.”
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         Hilary looked around the Baumhaus. 

         
         It was really, truly happening. The supper club was no more. The Baumhaus, which had been in the family for generations, was
            now going to be owned by a perky thirty-four-year-old who’d been interviewed on Netflix documentaries. There would be no more
            prime rib night, no more relish trays. She’d no longer have a key. 
         

         
         The last person there was Cillian, delicately wrapping bar glasses in paper towel before setting them in a box. Nearly everything
            else had been sold or donated, but some of the glassware was handmade over in Eau Claire and really beautiful. Remy had gifted
            it to Cillian, although Hilary wasn’t sure what use he had for it. He’d been quiet about his plans, not announcing on social
            media where he’d landed or which bar he’d be tending. Cillian was about as allergic to the internet as she was. He didn’t
            have plans to go back to school or travel the world, as far as Remy knew. She wondered if she’d ever see him again—this person
            who had been a background player in her life for years and years. How many beers had he poured her? Tens of thousands, probably.
            
         

         
         She’d harbored a crush on Cillian approximately one billion years ago. He was brooding and mysterious, and only spoke when
            necessary. But he had a sharp jawline and good forearms. Now, of course, he probably saw her the same way everyone else did:
            silly, superfluous Hilary, who couldn’t hold a normal job or keep her marriage intact. He was probably running from the Baumhaus
            as fast as he could. It was actually strange, the way he’d been around for so long. He was the supper club’s longest-standing
            employee, as part of the place as her dad had once been. 
         

         
         Hilary was there to take photos. She’d insisted, once she realized her mom hadn’t taken any. It had been a late night at Remy’s,
            and she had dark circles under her eyes. But the kids were happily playing outside, and she was determined to get just a few
            snapshots of the place before it was no longer theirs on Tuesday. Cillian didn’t say a word to her, barely nodding in her
            direction as she moved around, taking photos from various angles. Her mother asked her why, and she hadn’t known what to answer.
            She didn’t know why. All she knew was that this place was holy ground, and she wanted to remember it. 
         

         
         But now that she was here, she sort of wished she hadn’t come. Plenty of people had been snapping pictures at the last dinner
            service the night before. The Lake Country Times had even been back and said her mom’s interview would be above-the-fold. That was how she wanted to remember the Baumhaus.
            Happy, loud, and full of people, with oldies music playing over the speakers and her mother cackling at Ginny Rogers’s bad
            jokes at the bar. Not like this—empty and clean, devoid of joy or tension. Her and Cillian, alone. 
         

         
         The door opened suddenly, and she was surprised to see Nathan walk through it. She was even more surprised that his eyes looked angry. He pushed up the sleeves of his Wisconsin Badgers sweatshirt. 

         
         “What are you doing here?” she asked. They were supposed to meet at the Kwik Trip that evening for the dreaded drop-off. 

         
         He stuck a finger out at her. Pointed at her, but aggressively. A jab-y finger. “Your sister.” 
         

         
         “Cass? What about her? And I said, what are you doing here?” She and Nathan didn’t always have to be formal about their parenting plan. For about five seconds after Nathan had
            moved out, Hilary had gone to a support group at her mom’s church at Remy’s urging. This was before she realized what she
            really needed was sleep, a house cleaner, and fair child support, not lukewarm coffee in a wood-paneled basement. One of the
            women there had explained to her that she and her ex-husband had to communicate completely through an app. “This way,” the
            woman had explained, “everything is trackable. Messages can’t be edited or deleted.” My God, Hilary had thought. Nathan had
            ruined her life—or, at that point, she was pretty certain he had—but even she couldn’t picture him attempting to tamper with
            a text message. They handled co-parenting communication mostly amicably, especially after he went to rehab and started doing
            the Breathalyzers. Nathan was not the type to randomly show up places and start berating her. 
         

         
         Until now. 

         
         “I don’t want her near the kids,” he practically spat out. “I had no idea—you didn’t tell me she was back, even. I had to hear about it from Fiona and read about it online!” 
         

         
         Hilary set her mouth in a firm line. “It’s none of your business.” 

         
         “If some child abuser is hanging around my kids, it’s my business.” 

         
         “Cass is not a child abuser,” she snapped. “She’s the one who called the police on that lady. That article had it backward.
            She’d never hurt our kids or any kid.” 
         

         
         Nathan’s face was hard. It brought back a thousand memories that flooded to the front of Hilary’s tired, aggravated lizard
            brain: nights where she tried to calmly confront him about his drinking. Was it that Nathan again? Perhaps he’d simply been
            lying dormant. And yet, Hilary could understand that anger—that rage which bubbled out like water boiling over on a stove.
            When the flame was on for too long, who didn’t lose control? Maybe most people were just better at keeping it hidden than
            Nathan, or maybe Nathan was just more honest. 
         

         
         But he had never really liked Cass. Not since the very first time they met, when he made some obscure joke about a politician
            that she didn’t pick up on. She’d given him a little look, like huh? And from then on, he’d decided she was flighty. If you messed up in Nathan’s eyes, that was it—you were done. It didn’t matter
            that he required nothing less than complete and total forgiveness for his endless list of mistakes. His grudges were as unshakable
            as his ego. Thomas and Erin he had tolerated, because at least they had money and status and Pottery Barn furniture. Those
            were the things Nathan saw value in. But he’d always thought he was above Cass and Jesse. 
         

         
         How had she married this person? How had she once believed he was the key to her happiness? 

         
         “I don’t want the kids near her,” he repeated.

         
         “That’s not up to you,” she said, soft but firm. The wind blew outside, rattling the windows.

         
         “It damn well is.” His voice began to rise. “You don’t make the decisions. You don’t—” 

         
         “Stop yelling at me.” Soft but firm. Soft but firm. It was a mantra that she carried around in her pocket. 
         

         
         “Goddamnit, Hilary! These are my kids!” He slammed his hand against the wall and Hilary flinched. “Don’t you dare let—” 

         
         “Hey.” 

         
         Both of them turned to the bar so quickly she was surprised she didn’t get whiplash. It was Cillian, walking around the bar.
            She’d forgotten he was even there. Apparently, so had Nathan. 
         

         
         Nathan turned back to Hilary. He was gone now; he was gone to the places his mind went to when rage crept into his brain like
            a virus. She had blamed the drinking, and sure, it was a bad actor. But it was also covering up this deeper sickness that
            occasionally emerged and terrified her. 
         

         
         The broken glass. The name-calling. The nights she had never told a soul about, not even her lawyer or her mother. 

         
         “I said—” Nathan was back at her, a finger in her face. 

         
         “Hey.” Cillian stepped in between them. He was lanky, but he was tall. Taller than Nathan. “You need to leave.” 
         

         
         Nathan scoffed. He sounded like a teenage boy who’d been told he couldn’t go to the football game. “This is a private conversation.”
            
         

         
         “I said to get the fuck out,” said Cillian evenly. That was the most words Hilary had ever heard Cillian say consecutively. 

         
         Nathan looked past him at her. “Hilary—” 

         
         “Now.” Cillian’s voice left no room for discussion. 

         
         For a few moments, they stood there. An unholy standoff. And finally, Nathan turned and left, letting the door slam hard behind
            him. He got into his car without even greeting the kids and sped off. 
         

         
         Hilary put her hand to her mouth as they watched him go. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry.” She was shaking. 

         
         Cillian simply nodded at her. 

         
         “I’m— He’s never just showed up. I can’t believe that just happened. I can’t believe that just happened! I’m sorry. I’m really
            sorry. I—” She gulped in some air. Cillian handed her his Hydro Flask from behind the bar, and she opened it and chugged some
            water. 
         

         
         As she took deep breaths and tried to calm herself down, he returned to packing his glassware. Slowly, methodically. 

         
         “Thank you.” She tried again. “I’m sorry,” she kept saying. But Cillian simply continued his job. 

         
         

         Target was a zoo. Nearly the beginning of summer, of course, and the fact that it was a Saturday. Just walking in gave Hilary a headache. She remembered the days when she thought a stroll around Target was genuinely enjoyable. She and her sister would splurge on lattes and buy their kids cake pops, then push their carts around contemplating throw pillows that they’d never actually buy. For just a few minutes, the possibilities were endless. With just one purchase, they could be the kind of moms you saw online: moms who had seasonal cereal bowls and did their daughters’ hair in intricate braids. 

         
         These days, Hilary almost never went in. If she had to go to Target at all, which she tried not to, she simply did a pickup
            order on her phone app. The nearest one was thirty minutes away, and who had time to wander the aisles of an overpriced, glorified
            Walmart? She actually remembered one of her worst fights with Nathan, shortly before she’d filed for divorce and he’d done
            his first of several rehab stints. She’d left the house in a fury, pissed off about an entire bottle of Smirnoff she’d found
            under the sink. She’d snapped, and he’d yelled, and she’d said if he didn’t calm down she’d leave the house. So she did. She’d
            driven all the way to Target because Fiona’s shoe strap had broken that morning. Even in her protest, in her brave and righteous
            independence, she’d run errands. 
         

         
         And now, Fiona needed new shirts, and Hilary had no idea what size she was. In one brand she’d be a small, in another a medium;
            sometimes she could even pull off a large, if the fabric was cheap and going to shrink. She got tempted online by ads from
            cuter, more boutique-type clothing stores, but Fiona insisted that all of the girls in her class wore mainly athleisure, and
            that she absolutely had to get her tank tops from Target. 
         

         
         So, fine. There they were. She’d promised all of them cake pops after checking out if, and only if, they could make it through
            the entire store without asking for anything that wasn’t on their list. Levi kept sighing dramatically and saying, “I wish one day I could have that,” and Wyatt was making a Christmas list in May. Neither of them technically asking; both of them being ridiculously obnoxious. 

         
         She found herself wishing, as she tried not to, that Nathan could just do this stuff once in a while. That once in a blue
            moon, Nathan could hear about something one of the kids needed and pack them into the car and take them himself. Oh, he’d
            write checks. Sure. But the load of hearing about the thing, and making a note about the thing, and finding the time to go
            buy the thing, and seeing if they had the thing in stock, and then making sure the thing fit right—it was like every day was
            a constant, never-ending to-do list of tasks. A treadmill that she’d never, ever get off. 
         

         
         That night, while the kids were with Nathan, she needed to finish her latest painting. If he’d even show up, after his temper
            tantrum earlier. The loon and her baby—it was the last one in her collection. She’d always found water difficult. She couldn’t
            quite get the color right, and before she knew it she’d add too many layers and the whole thing would be ruined. But how did
            you capture a lake, really? Who could look at a lake like Holcomb and really capture its foreboding darkness, or the way it
            shimmered in the right sunlight? She wasn’t goddamn Monet. She was just Hilary Simon-then-Jablonski-then-Simon-again, a freelancer,
            a single mom, a talentless, disheveled, overstimulated piece of shit. 
         

         
         That’s what she was thinking as she reached over at the checkout counter and grabbed a bag of Sour Patch Kids. She needed something to get her through a night of work, and while she knew her gut would regret it in the morning, those things had always been her sugary weakness. They always helped long nights go faster—especially the blue ones. But the kids, of course, lost it. Even Fiona, who was usually so well-behaved and had just gotten basically an entirely new wardrobe. 

         
         “How come you get candy?” her daughter whined, begging for peanut butter cups. Clearly, the cake pop bribe hadn’t done the trick. 
         

         
         “Because I have to work tonight,” said Hilary, loading her too-many purchases onto the moving belt as calmly as she could.
            
         

         
         “That’s not fair,” said Levi angrily. “That’s—that’s—it’s not fair!” 
         

         
         “Hey,” the worker said suddenly. She was older than Hilary. Not quite as old as Remy, but she stuck out among the sea of high
            schoolers at the other registers. She had a long gray braid down her back. 
         

         
         Hilary’s children ignored her, still grumbling at their mother. 

         
         “Hey,” the checker said again. “She has to work tonight. Do you have to work tonight?” 
         

         
         Levi’s eyes widened slightly. So did Hilary’s. She was used to scolding her children in public places, not having the workers
            jump in and pinch-hit. 
         

         
         “So, it is fair,” the worker said calmly. “Your mom works hard for you. Would you like a sticker?” 

         
         As her children gleefully tore through the small bin of stickers the cashier handed them, Hilary felt herself hit with a flood of emotion. It was true. She did work hard for her kids. People around her scanned toilet paper; other moms denied their children cake pops; Fiona looked to her mother anxiously, because she was so unused to other adults needing to correct her behavior. And Hilary felt the gift this cashier had given her: the affirmation of her work, so often done in silence and behind closed doors. The socks she’d folded and the homework she’d corrected. All by herself. She worked hard for her kids. And this woman, shoving candy into a plastic bag, had seen it and knew it and pointed it out to her children. 

         
         The cashier noticed the way her eyes were starting to fill with tears. Hilary blinked as furiously as she could. 

         
         “You’re doing good, Mom,” the cashier said to her quietly, handing her the last bag. “You’re doing real good. You’re going
            to be just fine.” 
         

         
         

         There was a knock on Remy’s door. 

         
         “Thomas?” Cass asked, opening the door. She felt like the crud her dad used to scrape off the grill at the Baumhaus. She’d
            just gotten back from dropping Eloise off at Jesse’s. He’d barely looked at her. 
         

         
         All Cass could remember were the times Jesse had saved her. But that love for her had changed, or perhaps he now just understood
            it. He hadn’t loved a real, breathing girl. He’d loved a monster. Eloise had jumped into his arms and hadn’t looked back.
            She’d come home and slept for two hours while her mother putzed around the garden. She and Eloise were moving next week into
            the house Remy had found, and she needed to start packing. But she was so, so tired. 
         

         
         “Can I come in?” 

         
         “Um, obviously? You here for Mom?” She stepped aside and her brother came in. “Why’d you ring the doorbell?” 

         
         “I have no idea.” He looked nervous. 

         
         “You okay, baby brother?” 

         
         He looked at her. “This will just take a minute. I had to tell you something.” 

         
         Cass swallowed. Here it came. Her sisters, her mother—they’d been so understanding. They’d given her forgiveness she didn’t
            deserve. But Thomas had followed the rules to a T since the day he’d been born. He used to tattle on her for cheating at Chutes
            and Ladders. He’d turned into a literal freaking lawyer. He’d helped her, bailed her out with that car, tried to be understanding
            about the way his sister had screwed over his best friend, only to find out that she had been so instrumental in everything?
            Only to find out—
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice cracking. “I—I’m sorry.” 

         
         “For what?” she asked, confused. 

         
         He opened his mouth, then shut it again. 

         
         “For showing me the article?” she guessed. “Thomas, I would have seen it eventually. It’s okay. Oh my gosh—you’re so upset.
            It’s okay. I—” 
         

         
         “For the thing at the party,” he said quickly. 

         
         “What party? The Baumhaus?” She was lost. 

         
         “No! No. God. The thing—” He sniffed. “In high school. Do you remember—I mean. Of course you remember. That bonfire at A.
            J. Fuckface’s house in high school.” 
         

         
         Cass froze. What was this? What were they doing?

         
         “I—you—Jesse helped you. And I should have helped you, and I didn’t, and I went home, and I’m sorry,” he said in a rush. As if he were throwing up. 
         

         
         “Thomas,” she said carefully, “I never— You don’t need to apologize.” 

         
         “Yes, I do.” He ran a hand over his face. “I do because I left you there, and you got hurt—” 

         
         “I didn’t—” 

         
         “And then Jesse, and now you guys are—” 

         
         “Thomas—” 
         

         
         “No, just let me say this. Okay? I’m just really sorry. I should have stopped it. I should have gotten you out of there.”
            
         

         
         “You were a kid, Thomas.” Cass swallowed hard. It was the truth. “We were all kids. I don’t think about it anymore.” That
            much. 
         

         
         “Well, I do. I think about it all the time.” Thomas was crying. “I think about how I couldn’t help. Of course I couldn’t,
            because I never can.” 
         

         
         “Thomas. Oh my God. Sit down.” 

         
         He did, carefully, on the couch. He was really crying now. Where was Erin? 
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to calm down. He wiped his face quickly. “I didn’t mean to come here and lose it. I’m just—I’m
            kind of messed up these days. With Dad gone, and things were always kind of hard with me and him, you know? I always felt
            like he thought I was . . .” 
         

         
         “He loved you, Thomas. Stop.” 

         
         “He did. But that didn’t make it easy. And now Erin, I can’t help her either. And all of this is coming out about you and
            what you did—God, Cass. I can’t believe you did the things you did. But then, I can, because of what happened. And you were
            so different after. It was like you were a whole other person. And I just feel like I messed everything up. Everyone’s hurting,
            and I can’t fix anything.” 
         

         
         Cass didn’t say anything. She opened her arms and pulled her brother in tight, and he leaned against her. Big, dumb Thomas. Carrying all of these burdens for all of these people. 

         
         “You stop this, now,” she said quietly. “You stop all of this worrying. Okay? You’re doing your best by people. You always
            have, as long as I’ve known you. And Dad knew that, too. He called you when I left, remember? He knew he could depend on you
            when it mattered. And I called you when I wanted to come home. You’re our call. Always.” 
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “No buts,” she said firmly. “You go home. You be with Erin. I don’t know what’s going on with you two, but you work it out. This
            is your family, Thomas. Don’t make the same mistakes I made. You go love your family.” It’s all, she thought, any of them
            could do.
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         Camp Horizons was never that dark. Even in the dead of night, they always had a lantern lit, and Jackson left the lights outside
            of the main cabin on. There was always a small glow of light about the small campgrounds, allowing you to see if you needed
            to pee or something. 
         

         
         So this darkness felt new. 

         
         And terrifying. 

         
         Remy was holding the hand of a boy she wasn’t sure she could trust, but at the same time, somehow knew in her bones she could
            trust with her life. He led her around pines and over rocks; he led her down dips and over creeks. They walked past a small
            pond, and he put a hand on her hip to steady her. 
         

         
         “Almost there,” he whispered. She could barely hear him over the crickets, which were singing at full pitch. 

         
         Where? she should have asked. But she didn’t. Anywhere was better than where they’d been. 
         

         
         The story came out as they walked, once they were a good mile and a half from camp. Junior told it in whispers. His dad went ballistic at him for asking about Remy’s release. Accused him of being in love with her. Took his Walkman away and smashed it to bits, right in front of him. 

         
         “Are you?” she whispered. 

         
         “What?” 

         
         “In love with me?” 

         
         He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. 

         
         

         They walked for what felt like hours, but was likely only about one. Her muscles were sore, and her knees still ached. Finally,
            finally, they turned around a large bend of trees and were met with a small building. 
         

         
         “What is this?” she asked quietly. 

         
         “It’s a church. Come on.” 

         
         It was indeed a church. St. Anthony of the Pines Catholic Church, a sign read. Carefully, they walked up to the door. 

         
         “There has to be a phone in here,” he said. “You can call your parents, explain everything. Have them come get you.” 

         
         “But—but what about you?”

         
         He shrugged. “I’ll start a new life somewhere, I guess. I’m not going back to camp. I can’t be there another day. And I can’t
            go home. My mom would make me come right back here. I’m an adult. I can figure it out.” 
         

         
         But I’ll miss you, she almost said, but swallowed the words. 
         

         
         “How did you even know about this place?”

         
         “This is where we used to go to Mass before visiting my dad. The priest is nice.” 

         
         “I don’t know how nice he’ll be if two people are breaking in.” 

         
         He nodded toward the tiny, ramshackle cabin behind the church. “I think that’s where he lives. We just need to be quiet. Look how old this building is. There’s no way there’s an alarm system.” 

         
         “But the lock—” 

         
         Junior silently held up a paper clip. “Is absolutely ancient.” He stuck one end of the clip in the door handle and wiggled,
            his tongue poking out of his mouth just slightly. 
         

         
         Click. The lock popped back. He slowly pushed the heavy wooden door open and motioned for her to follow him. 
         

         
         Inside, they walked across thick blue carpet. The stained glass windows shone in the moonlight. Saints, standing with animals
            and bleeding from their hands. 
         

         
         He wordlessly pointed to a small room in the corner. She tiptoed over. All she had to do was call her parents. All she had
            to do was—
         

         
         “There’s no phone,” she whispered. 

         
         “What?” Now it was Junior’s turn to look slightly panicked. Clearly, this was not part of the plan. 

         
         “I don’t see one. Maybe it’s at his house thing. Or maybe they don’t have a phone at all.” 

         
         “They have to have a phone! How could a church not have a phone?” He hurried over, looking around the minuscule room. But
            she was right. It was basically a closet, with giant file folders, a box fan, and nothing else. 
         

         
         “Okay,” he breathed out. “Okay. So—we have to keep going, then. We have to make it to town.” 

         
         She gulped, nodding. Her knees were on fire. Her feet were aching. She wanted to lie down. She wanted to be in her own bed
            at home, with sheets crisp from the line. 
         

         
         “If we get into town by daylight, there has to be a diner. A gas station. Something. Somewhere we can use a phone.” 

         
         “What about going to the police? I mean, isn’t it illegal what your dad’s doing there?” 

         
         “What’s illegal about it? I hate to break it to you, but all of your parents sent you there. And signed waivers. People have called the police before on the camp, after leaving. Saying their kids were abused.
            My dad’s contracts are ironclad. They aren’t going to be able to pin shit on him. He probably called the cops on us.”
         

         
         “I still don’t . . .” She swallowed. I don’t want to leave you. “What about you? You don’t even have any money.” 
         

         
         “Yeah. That’s going to be an issue.” He ran a hand through his buzzed blond hair. He glanced back into the church. 

         
         Her eyes followed his. 

         
         

         As the sun began to peek over the tops of the trees and the light turned from navy to pale blue, Junior and Remy walked along
            the side of the road. Tucked in his coat were two golden chalices, and tucked under her shirt were two silver candlesticks.
            
         

         
         Cars zoomed by, not paying them any notice. Good. They saw signs: they were approaching River Falls. There, Junior said, they’d
            be able to easily find a phone. There was a pawnshop, too—he’d seen it on his many drives to the camp. They could sell what
            they had taken, and maybe even get something to eat. Remy hadn’t eaten in almost twenty-four hours—her stomach hurt as badly
            as her knees. 
         

         
         A police car approached. 

         
         “Breathe,” he said, with a small smile. “Act natural.” 

         
         “Do you think your dad would have called the cops by now?” asked Remy. 

         
         “For sure. But we’re too far from the camp, in a totally different county. They won’t be looking out here. So stay calm. It’ll drive right by.”
         

         
         But it didn’t drive right by. Instead, it pulled up next to them. 

         
         “Howdy,” said a tall cop, getting out of the car. 

         
         “What can we do for you?” Junior cleared his throat. 

         
         “What are you two doing out here on the road? It’s not safe out here. This is a county road. It’s way too busy, and there’s
            no shoulder.” 
         

         
         Remy swallowed. “Walking.” 

         
         The cop narrowed his eyes. “Don’t be smart. Where are you headed?” 

         
         “Our car broke down, a few miles back,” said Junior. “We’re just headed into town to get some gas for it.” 

         
         The cop stared at them. “And where were you headed, this early in the morning?” 
         

         
         “Church,” said Remy. It was the first thing that popped into her head. 

         
         “Oh, really?” The cop walked right up to her. “What have you got there?” 

         
         Remy’s heart sped up. “Where?” 

         
         The cop put his hand on his holster. His holster— Did he think she had a gun? “Put down your weapons.”
         

         
         “Oh my God. It’s—it’s not a gun. I swear. It’s just—” She pulled out the candlestick. Damnit. 

         
         The cop reached over. “Now, why on earth would you have candlesticks from . . .” He looked at the bottom. “St. Anthony of the Pines?” 

         
         

         Remy had done horrible things in her life. She had lied to her parents. She had cheated on tests. She had smoked at parties
            and taken shots in backyards and let boys have more of her than she ever should have given. But she had never felt the all-gripping
            shame that crawled over her skin on that drive back to the church. She’d practically stolen from God. 
         

         
         When they arrived, the police officer told them to stay in the car. He got out and went to the door of the church, knocking
            on it hard. 
         

         
         “We’re going to jail,” said Remy, terrified. “Those were worth—I can’t believe I did that. I can’t believe I showed him.”
            
         

         
         “Remy,” said Junior, “you had to. Okay?” He was so calm. “You had to. Don’t panic.” 

         
         “How can you be so calm?” she asked, practically hysterical. She’d snuck out of camp only to steal from a church. Her parents
            would never speak to her again. Her infuriating parents, who had never understood her— But they’d loved her, hadn’t they?
            They’d loved her in the ways they knew how. It wasn’t what she’d needed, but it had been what they had to give. 
         

         
         “I wanted to get you safe,” Junior said. “And you are. Better jail than back to camp, Remy. And I mean it. My dad’s been doing
            this my whole life. I can’t— You can’t go back there. I can’t let you go back there.” His hand slipped into hers. 
         

         
         She glanced out the window, realizing, as she saw an elderly priest answer the door with a surprised look on his face, that she was probably in love with Junior. This had to be what that felt like. 

         
         The priest looked over the cop’s shoulder to their car and saw Remy. She lowered her eyes. How could she even look at him?
            
         

         
         A moment later, the cop returned, looking disgusted. He opened the door. 

         
         “Go,” he said. 

         
         “What?” asked Remy, her voice shaking. 

         
         “Go,” the cop told her. “He told me he gave them to you. Which, to be clear, I know is bunk. But I have better things to do.
            Get out of my car.” 
         

         
         Remy and Junior hurried out of the car, and the moment they shut the door behind them, it sped off, kicking up dust as it
            went. 
         

         
         They looked up at the priest, who stood there. He had a bit of jam in his white beard. 

         
         “You’d better come in, then,” he said. And he held the door open. 

         
         The church was silent and empty. They wordlessly handed him back the candlesticks and chalices. He took them with careful
            hands. 
         

         
         “I’m Father Thomas,” he said. “This is Saint Anthony’s. He’s the patron saint of lost things, and you two seem very lost.”
            
         

         
         They said nothing. 

         
         “You’re from that camp, right? The wilderness one, for wayward youth?” the priest asked gently. “You’ve run away?” 

         
         Remy looked at Junior. What should they say? He nodded. 

         
         “They hurt children there,” the priest said gravely. “ ‘And whoever shall cause to stumble one of these little ones believing in Me, it is better for him that a heavy millstone should be hung
            around his neck.’ ” 
         

         
         “She’s hurt,” said Junior. “We—we’re sorry. We shouldn’t have . . . We have nothing. No money. No way to get home. We need
            a phone. We need to call her parents.” 
         

         
         “Of course,” said Father Thomas. His voice was gentle. “There’s a phone in the rectory.” He reached out and touched their
            arms. “What are your names?” 
         

         
         “Remy Toebler,” said Remy. His eyes bore into her. She felt as if he could see straight through to her heart. 

         
         “Um.” Junior glanced just over the priest’s shoulder, where a statue of a man holding a lily was affixed to the wall. “Joseph.”
            
         

         
         The priest raised an eyebrow. 

         
         “Joseph Simon,” Junior said confidently. His middle name, as he’d told Remy one night in the hush of their tent. New life,
            indeed. 
         

         
         “Remy and Joseph. Anyone with eyes can see that you are weary and poor in spirit. You may, of course, use my phone. I’ll get
            you something to eat.” He leaned forward and clasped their hands, one in each of his. 
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         Remy thought of that moment more and more these days. The moment a man had extended to her an abundance of kindness she didn’t deserve. The moment someone told her she could be done suffering, if she was ready to be. 

         
         The moment Joseph became who he was. He couldn’t give the priest his real name, he’d said later. He didn’t feel like he could
            be Jackson Goeth Junior another minute. He wanted to be someone else, and he was. It was a lot easier to do that back in those
            days. His father reported them missing, but Joseph was eighteen. And when Remy told her parents what had happened, when they
            had finally rolled up in their car and her mother had seen how skinny she was and how she’d been through a horror—they didn’t
            apologize, exactly, but they took them both to their house and fed them potato soup. They gave Joseph a job waiting tables
            at the Baumhaus, and the rest was history. 
         

         
         She’d seen a news program recently about those wilderness camps. How some heiress was trying to shut them down, make them
            illegal. Well, good for her. Camp Horizons wouldn’t be affected, of course. It had shut down just a couple of years later.
            It turned out Joseph was wrong—it was illegal to abuse kids, especially not giving them water during heatstroke. Someone had died, which was awful, and the camp
            was shut down, which wasn’t. Jackson had killed himself the following year. They read it in the news. 
         

         
         They stayed in touch with Father Thomas. Not often, but a letter here or there. When she was pregnant with Hilary, they drove all the way to St. Anthony of the Pines and had him bless her. True to his word, he never asked for anything. Well, one small thing—just a PS in a letter he’d written Joseph, asking if he could help his young nephew who was just out of jail for the second time. They’d given him a job as a bartender. Cillian had been her most loyal employee for decades, and a reminder every single day of the man who’d saved both their lives and souls. 

         
         Remy hadn’t been a perfect mother. She considered this, as she sat on her back porch and looked out over her yard. It was
            covered in weeds and wildflowers. Without Joseph, she couldn’t find the energy to maintain it. Cass was leaving next week.
            Perhaps she should move, too. Find something smaller, that didn’t hold so many memories. 
         

         
         No, she had failed her children in a thousand ways. She’d missed dance competitions and spelling bees; she’d been afraid of
            proper boundaries since she’d seen what improper ones had done to her own teenage self. Joseph had been a better father than
            Remy had been a mother. It’s simple, he’d explained to her once. I think, what would my dad do? And then I do the opposite. 

         
         She was so good at running the supper club—such a natural at pouring drinks. But motherhood was a language she didn’t speak
            fluently but could understand when spoken to her. She fumbled her way through it, guessing and often getting it wrong. 
         

         
         But she loved her children. She loved them something fierce. Was it enough to paint over the cracks that had formed? Enough
            to make up the difference? Well, no. But that was never her job, really. She was beginning to think that everyone messed up
            their children, even or perhaps especially those for whom that was their worst fear. The key was in being the harbor they
            could return to when they realized their messiness. 
         

         
         She rocked slowly in her chair, her hand coming up to her collarbone. She could almost pretend it was Joseph’s hand, feeling her, reminding her they’d made it out. 

         
         Pray for me, Joseph, she thought, looking out into the thousands of twinkling stars. Send me one iota of the strength you always had. A fox darted across her yard. Slowly, it began to rain.
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         Cass knew her time was up when she saw the email from Luna. 

         
         It was icy and short. After seeing the recent news about Cass’s involvement in the Mommune, The Hive had decided they were
            “no longer a fit.” Her final column would run the following day. The editor in chief and The Hive’s lawyer were both copied.
            
         

         
         She was more upset than she wanted to admit. Partly because Luna had always been there for Cass, even when she was floating
            in and out of her life. She’d been dependable, if unpredictable, and this felt like the end of one of the longest friendships
            Cass had ever had. But also because she’d miss the writing. The feeling of being spectacular at something. She wondered if
            the new writer they found would also be named Mama Llama or if they’d give her a new name. 
         

         
         The real issue, she considered as she French braided Eloise’s hair, was that she already didn’t have money. Now she really didn’t have money. Her mother had offered to front half of her new place’s rent, and she was supposed to move next week. But she had seven hundred bucks to her name. That wouldn’t last long. 

         
         “What did you dream about last night?” Cass asked her daughter. It was one of their favorite questions to ask each other.

         
         “Unicorns,” said Eloise. “We had three of them. No, four. Actually, we had twelve. Twelve unicorns, and we kept them all in
            the backyard.” 
         

         
         “That’s a lot of unicorns.” 

         
         “Maybe I’ll be a unicorn veterinarian when I grow up.” 

         
         “You’d be great at that.” 

         
         “Mommy?” Eloise asked. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” 
         

         
         “I am grown up, silly goose,” said Cass, tying her braid with a hot-pink hair tie. 
         

         
         “You are?” asked Eloise, confused. “Then what are you?” 

         
         Cass considered this. What was she, at the end of the day? Not an advice columnist. Not Lacey’s assistant. Not a recruiter
            for the Mommune. Not a waitress at the oldest supper club in three counties. She was a daughter, a sister, a kind-of-sort-of
            wife. But she wasn’t very good at any of those things. 
         

         
         “I’m your mom,” she said. And she hugged Eloise tightly, until her daughter pried away. 

         
         A few minutes later, she heard the buzz of a lawn mower outside. Had Remy finally hired someone? A bolt of guilt shot through
            her—her legs weren’t broken. The least she could do was mow her mom’s nasty lawn. 
         

         
         But when she glanced out the front window, it wasn’t a landscaping crewman she saw. It was a tall, scruffy boy in a denim shirt and wearing a Brewers cap. She froze. She’d know that ratty Brewers cap anywhere. 

         
         For no reason at all, Jesse looked over at her at that very moment. He paused, but left the mower running. She held up a hand,
            a half greeting. 
         

         
         He mouthed something, but she couldn’t hear it. What? she mouthed back. He tried again, but it was useless. She opened the door and stuck her head out. 
         

         
         “Your mom’s lawn looked like shit,” he yelled over the mower. “She needs to handle this grass or she’s going to get moles.”
            
         

         
         “Okay.” She nodded, half dazed. 

         
         “I’m not—I’m not trying to . . . I just couldn’t look at it anymore.” He went back to pushing the mower, and Cass stayed at
            the door, watching him until she heard Eloise beckon her for help brushing her teeth. 
         

         
         

         Erin stared at the back of the box of cake mix. She’d never been much of a baker, but this couldn’t be that hard, right? A
            couple of eggs and some oil? The chorus of angry Instagrammers filled her ears—processed! Chemicals! Is it that hard to just bake from scratch?—as did the orchestra of angsty think pieces—you went to law school, but you’re spending your afternoons playing Betty Crocker?

         
         She ignored it all. She wanted a cake. She was nine months pregnant, she couldn’t see her swollen little piggy toes, and she
            couldn’t roll over without grunting like a linebacker. She wanted a cake, goddamnit, and for some reason it had to be this
            exact type of chocolate Betty Crocker cake. 
         

         
         How many times had her mother made this very cake for her? It was the kind of memory you got glimpses of, where the sides of your tongue prickled at the thought. Every birthday, Erin’s mom had made this exact cake and slathered it with cream cheese icing from the container. God, she’d loved this cake. Her mother hadn’t been the type of mother like Cass, who cut Eloise’s fruit into garden and fairy scenes, or like Hilary, who’d already taught Fiona how to bake cookies, or like Remy, who treated her grandchildren to any horrific junk food they asked for. She was her own type of mother—the kind who didn’t realize all that was left in the fridge was slimy baby carrots, but who also made Betty Crocker birthday cakes. 

         
         What would Erin take from her mother? What would she leave behind? Erin had spent so many years resentful of her mom, but
            the closer she got to motherhood herself, the more she had the urge to forgive her. She’d tried her hardest, hadn’t she? Just
            like Erin had. Maybe Erin should call her when she had the baby, although she knew she probably wouldn’t. Her mom hadn’t even
            come to her wedding.
         

         
         She cracked the eggs into the bowl and fished out a sliver of shell. She’d just read that babies could eat eggs now as young
            as six months old. She’d always thought they had to be a year first. Or was that honey? There were so many rules. She’d never
            learn them all. Mama Llama would say that maybe she didn’t have to. 
         

         
         A twinge in her stomach, and she closed her eyes. That one hurt. She held the edge of the countertop. It’d been hard to decipher
            between the random squeezes of pregnancy and the true, painful nature of contractions. She’d heard they felt like period pain,
            which Erin had never really had. 
         

         
         “Hey.” Thomas came out of his home office, his hair sticking up in the back. He’d been working from home, since his office was so far away and he needed to be around in case they needed to get to the hospital quickly. Remy had assured them that labor takes forever, and that the hour drive would be nothing. But Erin wanted him close just the same. 

         
         “Hey.” 

         
         “You baking?” he said. His voice was tender. Thomas was trying so hard, these days. Erin wished she had it in her to do the
            same. But they’d held hands at Mass yesterday, and she’d laid her head on his shoulder during Father Joel’s long homily. I was jealous, she finally told him, after agreeing to go to that stupid counselor’s stupid office once the baby was born. You were feeling your grief while I had to swallow mine. I was jealous of that. She still was. 
         

         
         “Yup.”

         
         “Okay.” 

         
         Ow. Geez—this was different. It was different, wasn’t it? She blew out through her mouth, slowly. Hilary and Remy had told her
            that when it was time, she’d know. But Cass had disagreed. She’d gone in for false labor with Eloise twice before actually
            having her. It can be hard, she’d said. You’re so excited, you get in your head . . . Erin didn’t want to be that girl, though. The one the nurses laughed at as she tiptoed back to her car, perfectly packed
            hospital bag in hand. 
         

         
         “You all right?” asked Thomas nervously. 

         
         “Yeah. Just—something hurts.” 

         
         “Like, baby’s-coming hurts?” said Thomas. It was still five days before her due date. First-time moms always went late, right?
            Wasn’t that what everyone said? 
         

         
         “Like, I don’t know. Just— Oh my God.” A sharp, sharp pain. Weren’t they supposed to start slow and gain speed? Get harder as they went? This was so much pain, and all of a sudden,
            too. There was no rising or falling. 
         

         
         She fell to her knees, trying to breathe. 

         
         “Erin?” Thomas sounded terrified. Not his usual confident, courtroom self, or the husband awkwardly tossing attempts at kindness
            her way the past months. A true fear, to his bones. 
         

         
         Suddenly, there was a gush between her legs. It was going to get all over the floor—onto the new kitchen mat she’d splurged
            on just last week. Disgusting. But her water was breaking, right? This was it, wasn’t it? 
         

         
         It wasn’t until a few moments later that she looked down at her pants and realized they were dark. She was kneeling in a pool
            of bright red blood. 
         

         
         Just as they were speeding down I-90, it started to rain. Heavy, thick sheets of stormwater pelted the Tesla. Erin gasped.
            Thomas prayed out loud. He called down Mary, Elizabeth, all twelve apostles. All of the Saint Thomases—More, Aquinas, the
            Doubter. 
         

         
         She hadn’t grabbed a bag. She didn’t know her name. 

         
         They whipped into the parking lot so quickly they almost took out a woman with a blond pixie cut texting as she walked. Thomas
            ignored the parking attendant and swerved into the ambulance drop-off section right in front of the emergency room doors.
            
         

         
         “Help,” he shouted, or at least, Erin thought he did. “Help.” 
         

         
         

         “Baby’s in distress—”

         
         “Where’s the dad? Did you get the dad?” 

         
         “Erin, my name is Dr. Doerr. I’m going to be doing your C-section, okay?” 

         
         “Try to breathe, honey. Try to breathe.” 

         
         “Dad needs scrubs.” 

         
         “There’s profuse bleeding.” 

         
         “Erin, lay still. Just like that. Count backwards from ten.”

         
         “I can’t find the heart rate. Hold still.” 

         
         “She can’t hold still!”

         
         “Here’s Dad.” 

         
         “Erin? Erin? It’s me. It’s Thomas.” 

         
         “We’ll do it together, okay, honey? Ten, nine . . .” 

         
         “Baby’s heart rate is dipping.”

         
         “Baby needs to be out now.” 
         

         
         “You having a boy or a girl, Erin?” 

         
         “Does your baby have a name, Erin?” 

         
         “Placental abruption.” 

         
         “I’ve got it. Did she sign?”

         
         “NICU’s here.”

         
         “Slight pressure. Okay, a little more pressure.” 

         
         “Is that the cord?” 

         
         “That’s the cord. Get the team over here.” 

         
         “Three, two, one.” 

         
         “Erin, she’s not going to cry, okay? Don’t wait for her to cry. We’ve got her.” 

         
         “Erin? It’s Thomas. She’s beautiful, okay? I love you, okay, Erin? It’s me. It’s Thomas.” 

         
         

         Everything was white. 

         
         Maybe it was snowing. 

         
         “Erin?” 

         
         She couldn’t move her head. She heard a voice—a steady, rooted voice. Thomas. Her very own Thomas Simon. 

         
         She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 

         
         “She’s up. I think.” 

         
         Cold hands on her forehead, her shoulder. “Hi, honey. My name is Dorothy. I’m a nurse, okay? Dad is right here, too.” 

         
         She tried to turn her head again, and this time it moved—but it felt heavy, like trying to route a giant ship. There was the
            outline of Thomas. She blinked, and there he was. His hair was still sticking up in the back. 
         

         
         “Where is she?” she croaked out. 

         
         “She’s okay,” said Thomas. He reached out and smoothed her hair back. “Healthy as a horse.” 

         
         “Do you know what an AGPAR score is?” the nurse asked gently. Erin tried to nod, but she couldn’t, so the kind woman continued.
            “It’s a number that says how baby’s doing after birth. Her five-minute was a nine, which is incredible.”
         

         
         “They tested her cord blood, too, to see how long she was without oxygen. It’s fine. She’s all fine. They’ve got her in the
            NICU just to keep an eye on her,” said Thomas. 
         

         
         Another woman hurried in, wearing a white lab coat. “Hi there. I’m Dr. Doerr. You’re up?” 

         
         “I want to see her,” Erin mumbled. 

         
         “You will. I know you do. You’re famous, you know that? Not many moms have a placental abruption and cord prolapse. That daughter of yours was quite the fighter. We’ll get you right over there once I’ve checked you out. What you did today was incredible, Erin. But you’re going to be mighty sore.” 

         
         

         The NICU had ducks taped to the walls. All kinds of ducks—the cartoonish Donald variety and more realistic barn animals. What
            a weird theme. Erin blinked hazily. Everything seemed smeared together. Thomas pushed her wheelchair around a corner, and
            there she was—all bundled in a fuzzy blanket. Tinier than Erin could have ever imagined. 
         

         
         “They’re just keeping her here to run some tests. But everyone sounds so confident,” said Thomas. “She’s okay. You’re okay.”
            
         

         
         After what felt like literal years, the nurse gently reached into the basket and lifted her daughter. Erin held out her arms.

         
         “Dad wouldn’t tell us her name until you were up,” said the nurse, smiling. She handed Erin’s daughter to her. 

         
         Erin looked down at her face. Her little eyes were closed. Her eyelashes just barely graced the roundness of her cheeks. She
            put her nose to her daughter’s and inhaled, breathing in her scent. She wasn’t upset that she hadn’t gotten the skin-to-skin
            time she’d been planning on. She wasn’t sad that Thomas hadn’t been able to cut the cord. She was met with a rush of gratitude,
            unlike any she’d ever known. An exuberant joy, pouring onto her like honey. 
         

         
         Thomas sat next to her and pulled her close. He buried his own nose in her neck. Her family. Her stupid, precious, frustrating,
            holy family. God, she loved them. 
         

         
         “Evelyn,” she said. “Evelyn Josephine.” Josephine for obvious reasons. And Evelyn—it meant “desired child.” It meant “life.”
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                  Dear Readers of The Hive,

                  Thank you so much for letting me be your anti-guru this spring. Thank you for honoring me with your worries and concerns.
                     Thank you for letting me hear you. 
                  

                  We’ve talked about diaper brands. We’ve talked about library books. We’ve talked about cooking with kids, and playing outside,
                     and how to soothe nightmares. I’ve walked away from our conversations a better mom. I hope you have, too.
                  

                  Although my time at The Hive has come to a close, I wanted to leave you a few departing words. 

                  So many of you have written to me because you thought you needed something. A sleep schedule, maybe. Or a meal plan. Or a
                     housekeeper. And maybe you do need all of those things! But maybe, just maybe, what you needed was someone to listen to you.
                     
                  

                  Because maybe while you were trying to be the perfect mom, you lost sight of what it means to be a good one. Maybe while counting preservatives and scheduling playdates, we started to forget what it was like to just look into our children’s eyes. Really, really look. 

                  And then, together, maybe we started to remember. 

                  It’s easy to get knowledge. Right? You can read a thousand parenting books or turn on a million podcasts to learn about the
                     development of our kids’ brains, or how many bones are in their growing legs, or what kinds of clothing companies will make
                     swimsuits that don’t make them break out. All of that information is waiting for you at your fingertips. The security of being
                     a good mother starts to feel like something we can read, or something we can buy. But here’s a question for you: what about
                     wisdom? Where do we get that? 
                  

                  I’d argue we get it not from an anonymous internet stranger like me, typing at a laptop. I think we get wisdom from our roots:
                     from the women who’ve gone before us and the women who surround us. The people who want to love us and try to love us and
                     screw up a lot but get our love right back anyway. And from our very own hearts. 
                  

                  Don’t you see? You never needed Mama Llama. 

                  And now that you don’t have to be a perfect mother, you can be a good one. 

                  Love, 

                  Mama Llama 

               

            

         
         

         “Cass?” 

         
         Cass glanced up from her laptop. Her mom was standing in the doorway, holding out a photo album. It was one of her last nights
            at her mom’s house, before she and Eloise moved into their rental. So much had changed in only a few short weeks. So much,
            but not everything.
         

         
         “What is that?” asked Cass. 

         
         “I thought you might like to take it,” said Remy. “I know your generation and photos—” She waved a hand. “They’re all on your
            phone. But these are kind of fun, too. And—” She cleared her throat. “There are some nice ones of Daddy in here.” 
         

         
         Cass took the album and thumbed through it. Photo after photo of the five of them—on the Baumhaus dock, and behind the bar,
            and seated in the corner booth. Time flew as she turned pages. Her hair grew out; Thomas went from being the shortest to the
            tallest; Nathan arrived and vanished. 
         

         
         “I always wanted to leave you the supper club,” Remy said quietly. “But—Well. I guess I am, in a way. All these memories.”
            
         

         
         Cass ran her hand over a picture of herself and Jesse, just after they got married. She was looking at the camera and laughing,
            a shot glass in her hand. They must have just taken something. He was looking right at her. 
         

         
         “We’ve had some good times, haven’t we?” Remy asked. Her voice cracked slightly.

         
         “Always at the Baumhaus,” said Cass. “We loved it there.” The center of their lives for so many years. The place Cass had
            always thought Remy loved just a little more than she should. But look at her now. A check, and a goodbye. 
         

         
         “We did,” Remy said. “And now, we’ll love it elsewhere.”

         
         Cass leaned over and tucked her head into her mother’s shoulder, which she hadn’t done in a long, long time. She wondered
            if womanhood was just the process of slowly but surely understanding your mother.
         

         
         

         Remy kind of wished her eldest granddaughter still danced. The recitals had been so cute, and best of all, they were indoors.
            Soccer brought back too many memories of sitting at Thomas’s games, willing herself not to think about the chaos at the supper
            club she’d left behind. And the unbearable heat would always remind her of Camp Horizons, no matter how many years passed.
            She couldn’t feel sweat pool on the small of her back without remembering the sharp tone of Jackson’s orders, or the sight
            of her sliver-riddled feet. 
         

         
         But eighty-eight-degree day or not, she wasn’t going to miss Fiona’s last game of the season. That was what grandmothers were
            for, when you got down to it. Remy couldn’t sew and she didn’t bake and she didn’t offer to babysit all day during the summers.
            But she was there when it counted, and her love was unconditional. 
         

         
         “Why do I feel like we’re at the goddamn World Cup right now?” Cass had said to her, and she didn’t even correct her swearing. Remy felt the same way. Everyone was holding their breath as a bunch of ten-year-old girls in neon jerseys jogged up and down the field. Erin clutched Cass’s elbow, baby Evelyn’s face just barely poking out of the fancy baby carrier strapped to her front. She was asleep to the world. That newborn could sleep through an AC/DC concert; it was honestly impressive. Wyatt, Levi, and Eloise were shrieking for Fiona, holding up the homemade sign they’d made with glitter glue on poster board. Hilary stood two feet away, her eyes deadlocked on her daughter. 

         
         That night was a big night for Remy’s eldest daughter. But as fate would have it, big days often converged with big nights.
            It was Fiona’s final game of soccer for the year, and opening night for Hilary’s art show. She’d finished the loons. 
         

         
         “Let’s go, Fiona!” shouted Nathan. He sat a few yards away, not even acknowledging their presence. As if Remy and Joseph hadn’t
            once offered to foot the bill for a rehab stay. That man’s voice was obnoxious. 
         

         
         Jesse was there, too. Jesse Morgan, as she still thought of him, after all of this time. Thomas’s best friend, and the love
            of Cass’s life, and Joseph’s favorite fishing buddy. Thomas had invited him, and there he was. He and Cass kept glancing at
            each other, then looking away. 
         

         
         Remy didn’t know the ins and outs of her children’s marriages, nor did they know hers. 

         
         She didn’t know yet that in a few years there would be a documentary film crew in her house, because Amara had made millions as a romance novelist and was now fighting back against what she called legal kidnapping. Remy had no idea that as she sat and told her story to a camera, her children would be sitting just behind the interviewer, their mouths agape at the tales she had to tell. They’d hug her, afterward, and say they didn’t know. They never knew. And still, Remy would not tell Joseph’s role. Her children wouldn’t understand that just yet—the way a person’s very insides can be transformed, if they want them to be. The way a person can step from darkness into light, if they have the guts and the grace. They would never find that out, but they would still return to the building that had once been the Baumhaus, for years and years and years. 

         
         But Remy didn’t know any of that yet. All she knew was that her granddaughter’s team was tied, and Fiona had the ball. 

         
         “Come on, baby,” called Hilary. “You’ve got this.” 

         
         “Eighteen seconds, Fiona!” her coach yelled. “Just take it!”

         
         Fiona dribbled around a girl with flaming-red hair, psyching her out by going left, then right. Her granddaughter was amazing.
            That footwork! A quick dash around another defender, and—
         

         
         “Goal!” Fiona’s coach practically screamed. The referee blew her whistle. All of the Simon women whooped, jumping up and down, as
            if the Packers had won the Super Bowl in the final five seconds of the game. 
         

         
         “Let’s go, Fiona! Let’s go, girl!” shouted Thomas from the sidelines, pumping his fist at his niece. Next to him, Jesse let out a whoop, clapping his
            hands. It was nice of him to come. Remy didn’t ask Cass about it, no matter how badly she wanted to. There were some things
            that mothers couldn’t understand about their children, but that didn’t mean you couldn’t be there for them. 
         

         
         Remy had started over. She’d done it imperfectly, but she’d kept her promise, hadn’t she? She’d tried, anyway. And wasn’t
            that all anyone could do? 
         

         
         

         To understand loons, you had to understand water, according to Dr. Mason P. Moynihan. 

         
         They looked preposterous on land, waddling about to nest, he explained. Of course they did. It was their physiology: their legs were far back on their bodies. What made them look silly on the land made them agile in the water. What made them ridiculous on the shore made them experts where they belonged. 

         
         They weren’t uncoordinated birds. They were well equipped for submarine maneuvers, and able to use the sharp projectors on
            the roof of their mouth to clamp down on slippery fish. They could blow air out of their lungs extremely quickly, which allowed
            them to dive just as quickly, bolting beneath the water to avoid predators or catch their next meal. Under the surface, loons’
            hearts slowed down, saving oxygen, keeping them alive. 
         

         
         And loons could survive on their own early—at twelve weeks old. At twelve weeks old, a human left to its own devices will
            die quickly, unable to meet its basic needs. At twelve weeks old, a loon will flourish as it begins to experience the extraordinary
            thrill of life on the water. 
         

         
         Because life on the water was just that—a thrill. Water was full of possibility and danger, its ripples and waves and reactivity
            to storms all making it a place of vulnerability. But loons had existed for over seventy million years. They were some of
            the most ancient birds to ever grace the planet. They were survivors, really. 
         

         
         Well, Dr. Mason P. Moynihan hadn’t said that last part. But it was what Hilary thought as she wandered through her own art
            show. The Crestview Museum of Art was just north of Port Holcomb and loved to do features on local artists. They had ten paintings
            of her loons on display. 
         

         
         Yes, loons were survivors. They’d been here for ages, and they’d just keep on being, no matter what the tumultuous world attempted to throw their way. 

         
         The loon paintings were striking. The mothers and their babies, rows of them. That was the word everyone was using—the reporter
            from the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, the director of the gallery, the words of her old Painting and Drawing professor who drove up from Chicago. 
         

         
         “They’re beautiful, Hilary,” said Cass, leaning in to look closely at Hilary’s personal favorite. It was a mother loon with
            her wings outstretched, a small loon chick tucked into either side. There was a boat in the distance, completely oblivious
            to their existence. “You know who would love them? Dad.” 
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said. That was probably the nicest thing Cass had ever said to her. Hilary was tempted to downplay her achievement,
            shrug it off. But she agreed. What she’d made was beautiful.
         

         
         “Mom!” 

         
         Hilary turned to see Wyatt, holding up the art show program. He’d folded it into a gun. 

         
         “Bang, bang!” he crowed loudly, aiming it right at her. She would have gotten frustrated on a normal day, but today, she threw
            her arms in the air. 
         

         
         “I surrender!” she called, inappropriately loudly. A couple of adults turned and gave her somewhat scathing looks. Guns were inappropriate. She was too loud for this place. Well, wasn’t that just the story of her life? She didn’t know it then, but one of those adults would later that evening inquire about who the artist was. That woman, an aging art collector who made most of her money off her other money sitting in the bank, a process Hilary would literally never understand, would offer her the largest commission of her year. An entire series of paintings on woodland creatures, custom, for her brand-new Northwoods cabin. The commission would change Hilary’s life. 

         
         But she didn’t know that yet. 

         
         Yes, she thought, as Wyatt scampered off to cause a ruckus in some other corner of the museum. What she’d made was beautiful.
            
         

         
         

         “How’s she doing back there?” Thomas asked, glancing at Erin through the rearview mirror. 

         
         “She fell out a few miles back,” said Erin. 

         
         “Haha,” said Thomas dryly. He was driving to his mom’s and asked if Erin would sit in the back with Evelyn. He didn’t like
            her being back there alone. Evelyn was just starting to become more alert, now that she’d hit three weeks old. She’d cry from
            just after dinner until around ten p.m., with Erin and Thomas exhaustedly handing her back and forth. But something about
            being in the car knocked her right out. She always slept safe and sound while Thomas drove her around. The night before, they’d
            even gone on a drive just to try to get her to fall asleep, just cruising around Port Holcomb in silence, holding hands. 
         

         
         Sometimes, Erin would stare at her daughter in wonder. She couldn’t look away. She thought of how inside her was a tiny little
            liver, a tiny little heart. Even tiny little ovaries, she’d said to Thomas, who asked her if she needed to go lie down for
            a while. But something about it—all of that life contained in one bundle of guts and grace—awed her. 
         

         
         “It was fun at the game today,” said Thomas. “You doing okay, though?” Erin was exhausted, it was true. Her daughter had the appetite of a cougar. Her nipples hurt, her arms were always sore, and none of her pants fit. 

         
         She’d never been so happy in her entire life. 

         
         “I’m good. Tired, though. Let’s not stay too late,” said Erin. 

         
         “For sure. Just say the word.” 

         
         “Who all’s going to be here, anyway? Just the family?” asked Erin. They’d all be getting together next weekend for Evelyn’s
            baptism, too. Remy had wanted them to schedule it quickly, in case something happened, which Erin found super morbid but went along with. If Remy was concerned about her granddaughter going to limbo, Erin was
            happy to oblige her mother-in-law.
         

         
         Erin didn’t yet know that this would only be the first baptism of her children. That eventually, five different Simons would
            wear the exact same baptismal gown that she’d pick out for Evelyn. The five Simon girls would wreak havoc on their house,
            leaving hair spray on her bathroom counter and crying over prom dates and enrolling in so many sports Erin would hardly ever
            have a free Saturday again. She didn’t know that one day, they’d ask questions about their siblings in heaven. And that Erin
            would be able to calmly answer. 
         

         
         She didn’t know any of that, that night, as she sat in the back seat with Evelyn. 

         
         “I think so,” said Thomas. “I wish— It was good to see Jesse today, wasn’t it?” 

         
         “Yeah,” said Erin quietly. “It was.” 

         
         “Cass doesn’t deserve forgiveness.” 

         
         “No. That’s true. She doesn’t.”

         
         Thomas looked out the front window. “I just . . .” He trailed off. He didn’t need to finish his sentence. It was the same conversation they’d had a thousand and one times. How different they wished things were. How badly they wanted love to win out over the horrible past. 

         
         Erin looked back at Evelyn. 

         
         There it was, wasn’t it? Wrapped up in a fuzzy pink blanket that Hilary had gifted her at the shower. 

         
         Evidence of miracles. 

         
         “Go,” she said quietly. 

         
         “What?” asked Thomas. But he’d heard her. He looked hopeful. Like they were in cahoots, as they’d once been. Erin and Thomas,
            Thomas and Erin. Simons, through and through. 
         

         
         “Go,” she said, more loudly. And she did not mean into the house. She got out of the car, walked to Evelyn’s side, and carefully
            unlatched the car seat from its base. She winced as her daughter’s eyes fluttered open. This miracle she’d prayed for would
            soon be screaming, satisfied only when nourished by her mother. 
         

         
         Her phone dinged—a text from Cass. Where ru guys? Not just to her, but to the group chat she’d recently been added to. Sisters 💃💃💃, it read across the top. 
         

         
         Erin glanced back as Thomas flew down the street. His precious cargo had left the vehicle, and now he’d break any speeding
            laws he pleased. Go, Thomas, she thought. The man she loved, who so badly needed someone he could save. 
         

         
         

         In another life, the party would have been at the Baumhaus. That was what Cass was thinking as they sat around Remy’s banged-up kitchen table. It was the same IKEA one they’d had since she was a little girl—fake wood, Sharpie marks from art projects gone by, a tiny dot of red nail polish from a spilled manicure by teenage Cass. Erin was feeding Evelyn under a cover, even though Hilary had told her she didn’t need one a thousand times. She’d let it go, though, the way they were all trying to let things go these days. The way they were trying to let dangers and deceitfulness go, not because differences didn’t matter but because they paled in comparison to what mattered the most. 

         
         It was nicer to be back at Remy’s now that Cass wasn’t living there. Cass and Eloise had moved into the tiny rental her mom
            had arranged. It had a trail behind it through the woods, and they liked to go on walks together, finding mushrooms and building
            fairy houses. She was still looking for jobs. She didn’t know that she’d soon be hired to write copy for the Lake Country
            Tourist Department, a job arranged for her by no one else but that damn Ginny Rogers, whose nephew was in marketing there.
            The legacy of the Baumhaus lived on. You could roll your eyes at it, and be frustrated by it, and feel suffocated by it. But
            supper clubs made relationships, and Cass wasn’t too proud to say she needed the money. 
         

         
         Besides, she didn’t know it yet, but she would be called to testify at the trial of Lacey Garrick. It would be humiliating
            and awful. She wouldn’t leave bed for a week after social media annihilated her, calling her an unfit mother. But Ginny Rogers’s
            nephew, who was as kind as Ginny was gossipy, would take pity on her and let her work from home. And eventually, she’d get
            an email about writing a book. She’d call it Dear Mama Llama: The Tale of a Mother and it would, ironically, be picked for The Pacific’s monthly book club. 
         

         
         She didn’t know any of that yet. But she could easily push money woes out of her mind while her mother passed her the summer
            sausage she’d sliced. 
         

         
         What were they celebrating? The sale of the Baumhaus, and the fact that now you could order truffle fries there for some ungodly
            amount of money. Fiona’s glorious victory. The incredible success of Hilary’s new museum show, which would be featured in
            the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel and some other fancy-pants art magazines Cass had never heard of that made her sister incredibly excited. The fact that Cass was gone and then returned, a prodigal. The survival of Erin, who had somehow managed to have two different deadly birth mishaps and come out pretty much unscathed. And Evelyn, of course. Because through all of the chaos about motherhood, the questions Mama Llama would no longer answer, one unalienable truth was that a new baby made everyone’s hearts swell. And damn, she was cute. 

         
         Remy was pouring cocktails. Hilary was teaching her three kids to play a complicated card game in the living room. Eloise
            was waiting patiently for a turn to hold Evelyn, and had washed her hands so thoroughly Remy said she was properly prepped
            for surgery. The only thing the room was missing was her dad. And oh, how her heart missed her dad in that moment. All of
            the moments. 
         

         
         And Thomas. Where was her brother? 

         
         “All right, kiddo. Let’s put the pillow just like this.” Erin was gently helping Eloise hold Evelyn, making sure to keep a
            hand on her head. 
         

         
         “Look, Mommy!” squealed Eloise. “I have the baby! Baby Evelyn likes me!”

         
         “I see you!” said Cass happily. She snapped a photo with her phone. The two cousins—they were so beautiful. Her dad would have loved that photo. 

         
         The door opened, and it was Thomas. But in front of him, in a rumpled blue button-up, was Jesse Morgan. 

         
         He didn’t say a word. Nobody did. 

         
         Instead, he walked through the living room. He went up to Cass. 

         
         Wordlessly, he wrapped his arms around her tightly. He leaned into her, practically melding them together. The two shall become one, Cass thought. She’d heard that somewhere before. 
         

         
         There was so much they didn’t know yet. 

         
         But together, they could find out. 

         
         They would bend, and bend, and would not break. 
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