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Every man should pull a boat over a mountain once in his life.

—Werner Herzog, Burden of Dreams
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1

IN THE POST-PANDEMIC era, Americans weren’t drinking enough milk. Dairy consumption was down from the redwood forest to the Gulf Stream waters, and the US Dairy Council was seeing red.

That ended today. As Alan Anderson waited for his driver to unchain the gate to Greenacres, he tried not to feel offended that his farmer wasn’t there to greet them. No, this was a good thing, no one meeting them at the entrance. This was authenticity. No such thing as idle hours on a Wisconsin dairy farm. Alan’s farmer, his interlocutor, Tucker—whom his underlings at Orris + Anderson had selected out of fifty candidates to be their poster man for dairy—had better things to do than welcome a city slicker when the needs of dairy called. While Alan waited for his driver to untangle the gate’s chain, Tucker probably had his callused hands wrapped around an udder or was fixing a piece of machinery needed to cut grass. Tucker was a man who put the needs of American milk drinkers before his own ego. The American dairy farmer was sacrifice incarnate. This was why Alan’s staff had chosen him, via Google Meet.

With his life now firmly established in Belleport, a private seaside neighborhood in wider Greenwich, Connecticut, it had been some time since Alan had returned to the Midwest of his youth. He couldn’t say that the vibrant grass here didn’t stir him. The penile shafts of the grain silos shining silver against the sky, the humped shapes of the milk cows in the distance, chewing, shitting, chewing; there was something primordial about the land here, something essential and pure and nearly monastic, and Alan was going to bottle it and share it with the world. Or not the world, actually: Because of the hormones that the USDA allowed in milk, foreign countries were beginning to bar American dairy exports. Alan would share this pure, clean feeling with Americans. America was quite enough.

As the barn he’d been told to look for came into view (why were all barns red, was this something he needed to know for the pitch?), Alan pushed his Breitling Navitimer under the denim work shirt he’d donned to read blue collar, prepared to leverage his Midwestern past. Having grown up in a tourist town that came alive only in summer, when people crammed onto the Saginaw, Alan could harness the instability and loneliness of farmers who coursed their lives around the seasons.

“Should I park here, sir?” his driver, Hugo, asked, indicating what could have been a parking spot if it were marked with lines, but as it was, they were negotiating a patch of mud outside the barn. Though he had on footwear appropriate for the soggy conditions, for a fleeting moment Alan wondered how his sister would approach Tucker, what she’d wear and say to telegraph that she worked with animals, too. Despite the lesbianism and alleged gluten intolerance revealed after their dad’s death, it was his veterinarian sister, Aubrey, who was the golden Anderson, anointed because she’d stayed in Michigan while Alan had become whoever he needed to be to get the hell away.

But the Bay Port years weren’t so far behind him that Alan couldn’t channel it; the clean smell of the baking powder his mother vacuumed into the carpet weekly to keep out the lake’s dampness, the tidy basket of remotes and church bulletins by her spot on the couch. The bleak predictability of his parents’ Fridays, when his father acted like a single Miller High Life and a plate of green bean casserole equaled heaven on earth. As a child, Alan hadn’t known what to call his parents’ life and habits, but he craved import and influence, a flashier Friday. And now, Alan, he had that. A continent of dairy, the chance to change humanity’s relationship to milk. Alan was going to kill this. He stepped out of the car into the mud.


[image: ]
The morning went off without a hitch. In the parlance of the youth, the Real-Life Dairy Farmer “understood the assignment.” As they moved from task to task, with Tucker working and Alan observing how he worked, Alan explained that Tucker would barely have to speak during the pitch. He just had to be himself. “But myself in the Big Apple,” said Tucker, “isn’t really me.”

“All you need to do is run them through your workday,” Alan coached him. “Show them what milk means to your family. I’ll prompt you with the questions, you just need to answer. And show up in overalls?”

Tucker Brannigan wasn’t going to be a problem. The problem was with cow’s milk. Alan had been gaming out the complications. One of the issues his creatives had been having—the reason they needed a human emblem for their pitch to US Dairy—was that the people working under Alan didn’t drink cow’s milk anymore. The upwardly mobile youngsters on his payroll didn’t see milk as a viable beverage option: It was more akin to a condiment, something you defaulted to when none of your preferred creamers were available. Milk was the opposite of aspirational, the opposite of modern, a relic from the age of crinkle fries and Ronald Reagan. Like so many other things in American life, milk had lost its meaning and become conflated with other terms and signifiers: “He” did not mean man, “fire” meant outstanding, “milk” did not mean milk. Alan witnessed this distortion play out each time their interns at Orris + Anderson took coffee orders. The staff requested milk that was pressed from almonds and cashews and oats and other grains historically associated with mouth dryness, but these days, Alan supposed, you could make nearly anything wet.

Another issue was milk’s color: The whiteness didn’t play well with generations who wanted rainbow everything. For whatever reason (and there were many you could pick from), the market segments they had tested where dairy sales were down (millennials, Gen Z, the queer community, Black Americans, college students, and women under thirty-five) reported that milk was “lame,” considered outdated; that it was filling and “too fatty” and had an oily taste; and—in one striking response from a career barista—that it was “right-wing.” If you contrasted these deterrents with milk’s pros—it was relatively affordable, nutrient rich and wholesome, extensively available—you’d circle the approach that Alan was most partial to, which was pitching milk as food.

It was a good thing Alan had carved time out in his schedule to make the trip to Greenacres; good to see the challenges in this aging farmer’s path, firsthand. Alan’s father, Norbert, a blue-collar Michigander through and through, would have loved a man like Tucker, a man who carried out the same tasks day after day with sciatica and forbearance, no matter the weather. Even Alan felt envious witnessing the pride and grace with which the RLDF (the code name his agency had given their Real-Life Dairy Farmer) manipulated buckets and pitchforks, mud pumps and the baler. The whole thing left Alan fantasizing about the commercials his agency would direct when they won dairy: Should they show modern compacting presses and motorized bore wells, or just people (they had to be people, they couldn’t just be men) squeezing milk into milk buckets, cow after cow? They’d probably need a hybrid angle: old-timey work ethics paired with modern sterilization practices to suggest milk’s “cleanness” and safety. They’d cue “environmentalism” with wide shots of rolling acres and happy, grazing cows. Pandering to the newest breed of patriotism, an acoustic version of “My Country, ’Tis of Thee” could strum beneath the visuals. They probably couldn’t afford Kelly Clarkson, but a man could dream.

Alan would give credit when and where it was due; his underlings had knocked it out of the park with the RLDF. Tucker had been wearing a checkered work shirt with actual coveralls when Alan greeted him, a Green Bay Packers cap over what appeared to be a healthy head of hair. A man of few words but delightful phrases (he’d answered “tough tomatoes” when Alan inquired whether the animals got cold during the winter and kicked off not one but three sentences with “If I had my druthers”), Tucker also had the dragged vowels and circular consonants of his Wisconsin brethren that Alan would ask him to exaggerate when they pitched the client.

Because that was the whole plan here: Get the Real-Life Dairy Farmer in front of US Dairy. On pitch day, rather than showing a run-of-the-mill PowerPoint like his competitors, Alan was going to show Tucker. Alan would warm the room up with a montage of what cow’s milk used to mean to people, not just in America but all around the globe, and then he’d guide Tucker through a series of questions about his values before taking the room back and delivering the tagline, which he was still working on. Which his employees were also working on, but—as usual—Alan would pen the winning line. They were talking about US Dairy, for God’s sake, an account worth 14 mil. This was Alan’s fight. Over his career he had persuaded prostate cancer survivors to enjoy the freedom and superior moisture management of SailAway® adult diapers; had overcome his animosity for electric vehicles to help them surge in market share; had made the duck-billed platypus the face of supplemental health insurance. Since its founding seventeen years earlier, Alan had grown Orris + Anderson from a boutique advertising agency into an international terminator; he alone could get middle-class Americans drinking milk again.

On the flight home, Alan texted his new assistant to schedule an all-hands-on-deck meeting for EOD even though HR discouraged meetings that could disrupt his stafflings’ “work-life balance,” which as far as Alan could tell was code for going home and scrolling TikTok with a cannabis seltzer. But desperate times called for some maturity. Alan was going to get milk, and he was gonna get his wildcat as well. Though he’d never admit it, one of the things Alan was aiming for with the US Dairy win—aside from a fat bonus—was a new Lion in his crown. The Cannes Lions Award was the top honor in advertising, and Alan had nine of the golden sculptures purring in his office. Not that Alan needed to prove anything to anyone—he’d done that when they’d won John Deere away from Publicis—but a tenth Lion would quell the nervousness he sometimes felt about his ability to keep performing in the industry, soften the animalistic instinct that something dark was coming. But nothing dark was coming for Alan Anderson today! A turbulence-free flight in business class, an excellent meeting behind him, a download with his team ahead. That fresh Lion was nearly on the mantel.

Alan ordered a soft drink from the beverage cart, considered bringing his wife to the South of France for the awards. Vivian hadn’t been able to come abroad the last time Alan won a Lion—or rather, he hadn’t exactly encouraged her to join. A pit crew of one, Vivian thrived in preparing and supporting Alan through high-profile work events, but on-the-ground shop talk was not where she excelled.

Truthfully, Alan was decelerating in that arena, too. Gone were the days when he could stay up drinking pastis until all hours with cinematographers and casting agents, magnetizing the foreign PR girls with his native pluck. At fifty-plus years old, Alan needed to manage his energy; he needed early nights and the reassuring presence of a woman who believed in Alan nearly as much as he did—maybe more, in fact. A trip to the South of France was exactly what was called for. Flaky croissants and hotel bathrobes, perhaps some post-lunch intimacy, another area where his stamina had slowed. A diminished flame was to be expected after nearly twenty years of marriage, but regrettably (because it signaled weakness, a flaw in character) it was Alan snuffing flames. He was flattened after work, leveled, completely fried of brain. Sending emails from the battered wingback in his study calmed his nervous system more than the prospect of penetrative sex, which at Alan and Vivian’s age was starting to require the guest stars of calendars and lube.

But that wouldn’t be the case in France, oh no—the blue sea, it worked wonders in the bedroom. The wrench in the Cannes getaway was that the ocean wasn’t the water that Viv craved. She’d been talking about it for months now, how she wanted to spend Alan’s dairy bonus on a swimming pool. He wasn’t for it, was against it, but he was softening. At this point in his career, Alan could stand to be a little generous, even reckless. Why not give it to her, the prize Viv had dreamed of since they moved to Greenwich? Alan would win the big account, of course he’d win, and then he’d give her swim time. It was going to cost Alan an amount he did not appreciate—the dig, the installation, the time-consuming maintenance—but long term, it was cheaper to give Vivian a swimming pool than to widen his bandwidth.

High on his magnanimity, Alan sipped his ginger ale—a bubbling and refreshing beverage that itself could stand a reboot—as the plane shot him and his fellow passengers through the building clouds.
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ON THE THIRTY-THIRD floor, which housed O+A’s main conference room, Alan’s terrifying assistant, Jacquelyn, waited outside the elevator. “Everyone’s there,” she said, handing him the visuals he’d requested. “Flight good?” Jacquelyn wasn’t big on eye contact or full sentences, but she was big on multitasking, which Alan appreciated as they fell in step together through the chilly hall. Her ruthless prioritization skills were salvational (his former PA had left advertising to pursue a degree in “land art”), and as soon as Alan figured out how to compliment Jacquelyn’s focus without it seeming like a come-on, he would give that compliment. In the meantime, Alan was on eggshells with her; cowed. He didn’t call her “Jackie” like everybody else did because she’d never said he could.

“We picked ourselves a winner,” Alan responded. “Did you know that cows are called heifers until they have a baby, at which point they’re called a cow?”

Jacquelyn didn’t really answer. Did she not drink milk? Alan felt like he should know this—she’d been there three months. But as with so many other details about his direct report’s life outside of Orris + Anderson, it felt perilous to ask.

They arrived at the conference room, which was a square shape made of glass just like every other conference room in the first and second worlds. Alan had wanted something with privacy, real walls, but his cofounder was a recovering frat type who took a nearly religious level of comfort in conformity, so they’d settled on glass walls. Kenneth’s penchant for convention would have been a problem if Alan weren’t on the scene. From the get-go, when they’d met back at Northwestern, Kenny (as he’d been called then) was the money, and Alan was the brains. Even as twenty-something panty chasers, they’d had a partnership that worked beautifully: Kenny getting the girls to their side of bars and restaurants, Alan entertaining them, Kenny picking up the bill. At heart, Kenneth was a decent person and an extremely loyal friend, but for an executive in advertising, he had abysmal taste.

“Okay, people,” said Alan, striding into the room. “Thanks for staying late. We’re two weeks till pitch and I’m happy to report that all systems are go-go on our RLDF. Tucker’s gonna knock their socks off with his whole heartland thing.”

Alan spread out his papers, the photographs of dairy farms and Jersey cows with their anime eyelashes, a flannel work shirt hanging off a wooden peg.

“The angle isn’t making milk ‘cool’ again,” said Alan, leaning against the whiteboard. “Americans have lost religion, and we’re their guide to faith.”

In the airplane, Alan had briefly toyed with the idea of using Scripture in the tagline. Samuel 17:29 was apt: “The people are hungry and weary and thirsty in the wilderness.” What was the IP of a Bible verse, exactly? They couldn’t use it—no one had a sense of humor in 2024—but it was tempting.

“Milk,” said Alan, holding up an image of a glass jug on a doorstep. “It’s life, it’s family, it’s proof positive you’ll live to see another day. Have any of you read The Grapes of Wrath?”

The adult children that he worked with cast their eyes down at the table. “Verrrry dramatic scene at the end there, involving milk,” Alan explained. “It’s the staff of life, my people. Important work, tough stuff. This Tucker I spent time with? He’s a volunteer for the town ambulance. The man has never tasted wine. You know what he has every night with his meat and his potatoes?”

“Milk?” ventured Sylvie, his least favorite copywriter.

“Yes,” said Alan. “Milk. And you know what his wife and his three children drink at that same table?”

“Milk?” said Sylvie, again.

“His wife puts almond extract in hers and his children, chocolate syrup. Milk is adaptable to a variety of palates—something we might keep in mind for future applications when we land the account. But for now, I want you to go home thinking: Milk is freaking church. Give me honor, give me dignity—no more of this trend shit, Milk is the new matcha—” He watched Sylvie, who had supplied him with this nonsense, blush. “The game here is not to convince people that milk is making a comeback, it’s to show them that it’s been there all along, wholesome and faithful, the goddamn hometown sweetheart. While soy milk’s been out there slutting it up, milk has had its nose to the grindstone. This is a beverage that knows what it is and exactly what it wants. Show me what milk wants. Show me what milk offers. Twenty-five taglines each for tomorrow morning, capeesh?”

His creatives nodded and muttered their assent. Alan was going to write double that number, because he had control issues. Because Alan was a man who always, always won.







EYES ON BELLEPORT

Join the conversation!


Marsha

11h

Just a friendly reminder that any and all Easter paraphernalia should be taken down, and actually should have been dismantled on April 1st. Also, a reminder that rabbit inflatables are not permitted, nor are inflatable easter eggs. Please let’s try to realign our approach to Easter in the future.

Jillian

11h

“Paraphernalia” feels a little harsh?

Eleanor

10h

Not even egg spheres?

Eleanor

10h

I’ve become attached to mine

Bethany

9h

Whats an egg sphere?

Alyson

7h

I think it’s one thing if the eggs look like they’re made of stone or something but E yours are *pastel*.

Marsha

4h

Thank you all for understanding. See you at the vote. A reminder that Fourth of July decorations need to be approved by June 1st at the latest. NO SPARKLERS THIS YEAR.

Bethany

1h

Okay, but whats an egg sphere?? Or is this some other secret thing they teach you in the ANNES??
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VIVIAN ANDERSON PUSHED the beauty products inundating her bathroom counter into an eddy by the outlet. Centered in her mirror and encased in flesh-toned shapewear, she resumed listening to Strive or Die, the motivational podcast she looked forward to every day. “A match point mentality isn’t a negotiable,” the host declared from her phone’s speaker. “I need my listeners to be waking up every goddamn day thinking—no, knowing—that they are gonna win. This isn’t manifestation. This isn’t vision boards. This is military battle. Women can lift cars that have fallen on their babies. Manipulate actual stallions with their inner thighs. These outcomes happen from just one place of thinking: I win, or I will die.”

First, I’m gonna win the fight against this shapewear, Vivian pledged, tugging at the control shorts cutting off circulation below her gut, and then I’ll win the Annes.

“And I don’t want you dreaming about winning,” the podcaster slash life coach Tawny Grover continued while Vivian shimmied and yanked. “Dreaming is for losity-losers who sleep past six a.m. I want my strivers out there physically grabbing their damn goals.”

“I’m a grabber!” Vivian cried, flush with sudden triumph. The control shorts were up and on. Urination wasn’t an option going forward: Vivian would have to abstain from eating or drinking until further notice.

“Your goals could take days to materialize, or you might need a few years . . . the timeline’s up to you,” continued Tawny. “But one thing I can promise is nobody wins without a plan.”

Vivian nodded in agreement, reaching for the rotating curling iron she’d replaced her nonrotating iron with, but where the heck was it? While Vivian’s dressing room was a pigsty compared to the immaculate way she kept the downstairs rooms, it wasn’t like her to lose items essential to her daily transformation. And yet, she kept misplacing her things. Her TheraFace depuffing wand had evaporated; her coral-pink scalp massager had also flown the coop. And now her brand-new iron? Vivian breathed in through her nose, breathed out through the same passage, letting Tawny’s nasal barkings lubricate and calm her. But it wasn’t working. How was she supposed to rise to the day’s potential without loose waves in her hair?

The doorbell pulled Vivian from her microtraumas. She tugged a robe on and hurried down to meet the Amazon delivery fellow she saw in the security feed on her phone.

“Travis!” she said, forcing herself to smile despite her hectic state. The Midwesterner in Vivian, it had withered but was still clinging to the vine. She always greeted him by name.

“Big load today,” said Travis, lugging Vivian’s latest needs onto the porch. It wasn’t retail therapy, the stream of online purchases flowing to Vivian like water from a tap, it was community alignment. She couldn’t have her girls scuffling around in denim when all the other kids were wearing sweatpants; floral scrunchies wilting in their tresses when the cool girls were wearing neon ribbons. It took vigilance and observation and a finger on the “buy” button to keep up with the trends blowing through the neighborhood. But Vivian was a storm chaser, a climatologist of East Coast dos and don’ts. Today’s delivery was further proof of her barometric instincts. That box there was the ADHD clock the school had recommended for her older daughter, Bailey, for whom “dinner!” translated to “come down sometime this month,” and the carton with the moon logo was the sizzling new riding helmet for her younger daughter, Sunny. Sunny hadn’t had to ask Vivian for the Halo CX helmet bedazzled with rhinestones; Vivian had noticed that all the other show jumpers were wearing them and simply planned ahead. That left three boxes, the contents of which Vivian’s heart thrilled to. Inside those boxes were the ingredients she needed to change her daughters’ lives.

Whoever said that money can’t buy happiness did not have teenage girls. Back in Chicago, Bailey (now fifteen) and Sunny (twelve, so almost a teenager) had been doing well. They had friends, good friends, meaning the right kinds of people with whom they did the right activities: back-to-back sleepovers, Sunday outings to Sephora, mountainous portions of “froyo” shared with giggling pals. But ever since moving to Connecticut, the girls were loafing, flailing. 2020 had been a hard year to relocate, sure. Online learning had delayed the friend-making process; Vivian understood this. But a flight delay was not the same thing as a complete failure to launch. In the four years they’d lived in Belleport, Sunny’s only friends were the horses at her barn, while Bailey had been diagnosed with a “kinesthetic learning style” that her prestigious girls’ school thought would be better addressed at the puppeteering-obsessed Waldorf establishment that was not the Belleport vibe at all. For years, Vivian had been observing and regrouping and failing ever upward, and her girls still hadn’t gotten with the program.

The loafing ended that summer. The stasis? It did too. For decades, Vivian had backed her family with relentless, poreless verve as Alan climbed the ranks of advertising. Swapped her V-necks for boatnecks, her platinum blond for lowlights, consulted an actual speech therapist to mask her corn-fed accent with Connecticut’s dropped R’s. Alan, he’d repaid her. He succeeded and succeeded, moving ever up. But Susannah and Bailey? Vivian smoothed her robe against her shapewear, clicked her tongue against her teeth. She was pulling up the anchor. Dead ahead she’d go. If it took a swimming pool to get Bailey and Sunny the friends and opportunities they merited, then a pool was being dug.

Alan didn’t get it, the transformative potential of an in-ground swimming pool. He’d been popular in Michigan, athletic adjacent; his family, middle class. His house had had three bathrooms, whereas Vivian and her brother, Steven, had to share the only available bathroom in their double-wide with their mother Gretchen’s hair dyes and pastel razors, the fruit rot of the watermelon body wash she was far too old to use. There was, in fact, a second bathroom in the trailer, but it was reserved for Gretchen’s cats.

The Felcher household wasn’t an anomaly in Greystone, Indiana. Though she and Steven were the only kids with a father on an oil rig in some foreign land, lots of people had an absent dad. Their neighborhood was working class. Their classmates, future farmers. But you know what bought you class in Greystone? A true-blue swimming pool. Even a rube like Billy Patch became American royalty once the thermometer hit seventy, and Billy had only an aboveground mess with ripped lining because he let his hounds inside it. Not having experienced the scragginess and desperation of a Greystone childhood, Alan didn’t appreciate the social upgrade that a swimming pool delivered. He kept fighting her desires, denying her dessert. Grumbling that the dairy bonus wasn’t in the bank yet, that wishes put on credit cards translated to debt. For an adman, it was incredible how often he lacked vision, whereas Vivian’s eyes had seen the glory of the coming of chlorine.

The design Vivian was planning would blow the junkyard pools of her childhood straight out of the water. Since Vivian had paid the deposit behind Alan’s back, the plans were still a secret, but they entailed a twelve-by-twenty-four-square-foot rectangular footprint framed by a stone waterfall with recesses for native plants and grasses that would stand in for eyesore fencing while staying up to code. With the cost of stone having skyrocketed that year, Paradise Plunge’s estimate was more—okay, far more—than what the team had originally quoted, but Alan’s dairy bonus would be equally big. “Why feed a small life,” Tawny Grover was always asking, “when you can feed a big one, and have it feed you back?” The pool installation was going to nourish the whole family. Vivian never bit off more than she could chew.

With the three unopened packages pressed against her bathrobe, Vivian hurried to the abandoned playhouse in the backyard where she’d been stashing all the pool gear, her heart pulsing with hope. The pool wasn’t just for the girls, of course. The loungers and golden tumblers and the custom life ring buoy reading “The Andersons” between nautical stripes? The Turkish towels and aquatic dumbbells and the resin outdoor trash bins nestled in their boxes? Vivian would prosper from them, too. The girls weren’t the only ones headed for a social upgrade. Today was a marquee date for Vivian, a banner day, indeed. It was the opening of admission season for the biggest get in town: the Queen Annes.

Vivian had found out about the ultra-exclusive women’s social club her second year in Belleport. Named for the Victorian homes that characterized the gated neighborhood, the Annes invited one woman to their ranks each year after a protracted initiation period that insiders called “the seeding.” Composed of philanthropists and matriarchs, first wives and socialites, the Annes were the final figure inside a set of nesting dolls: the most exclusive club inside the most exclusive neighborhood in one of the nation’s richest towns. Though their goings-on remained top secret, in powder rooms and grocery aisles and the lines to order pastries, Vivian overheard things that made her swell with envy. Cooking classes and watercolor lessons and clarifying one’s “colors”; lectures on the history of wallpaper and ornament-making parties for a holiday season she bet they called “Noël.” And punch! Vivian was sure the Annes used old-fashioned crystal bowls with fizzy blends of seemingly impossible concoctions: cream and grapefruit, champagne and bourbon, egg whites and lemon juice. Vivian’s mother would have mocked Vivian to death for wanting to belong to a finishing club for perimenopausal women, but Gretchen was no longer alive to shame and dash her hopes. What a dream to be the luckiest of the lucky, to belong to a club that every woman in Belleport wanted to join.

Though Vivian hadn’t stood a chance of making the Annes when she first arrived in Greenwich with an outdated pair of wedges, she had moved heaven and earth to become a Belleporter who mattered, spurred by the fact that simply living in Belleport was already a feat. Founded in 1889 by robber barons who wanted a Newport closer to Manhattan, Belleport was a private gated community on a tidy peninsula that cupped a particularly fetching corner of the Long Island Sound. Thanks to Alan’s business contacts, they’d been accepted into the seaside Belleport Country Club, where Vivian quickly joined the events-planning committee. When they got the girls into the private school that all the blue bloods attended, Vivian joined the PTA, and later the “parent-teacher collaborative” at Bailey’s new mudhole. Rampant volunteerism wasn’t enough to get Vivian nominated as a Queen Anne candidate, but something had happened last year that gave this former Hoosier a fighting chance. For a reason Vivian didn’t want to poke, Belleport’s second most beloved socialite, Serafina Everett, had started to like her. They’d become actual friends. Through the fall and the long winter, Viv had waited for the other shoe to drop, but the size-eight mule stayed on. Vivian was no dummy—she was aware how much the departure of Serafina’s lifelong best friend, Whitby Shepard, the town’s most illustrious resident, had to do with their precipitated closeness, and also that at some point in the future, Whitby would return. But for now, Whitby was colonizing the Canadian Rockies with her real estate developer husband, so Vivian and Serafina got breakfast crepes on Fridays, fast-walked every Wednesday, submitted to the Pilates reformer every other Monday, and texted all the time.

Vivian prayed this friendship would pay dividends; specifically today. Everyone who was anyone knew the Queen Anne seeding invitations went out the last Friday in April. Hence the shapewear, the curling iron she had to locate, the special dress that she’d selected to look like queen material if the invitation came.

Her deliveries safely stashed, Vivian traipsed across the lawn toward her haven of a house, thinking how wrong her elder daughter was to bemoan their East Coast relocation. “In this world, we walk on the roof of hell, gazing at flowers,” read a quote Bailey had pinned to the refrigerator when they had first moved. So what if hell existed? You needed purpose in this life; you needed savvy and ambition. Vivian would bury the roof of hell beneath a swimming pool.
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WHILE VIVIAN COULDN’T say that she’d always wanted children, she’d always wanted to provide well for them if she had them—these were different statements. Her mother had botched her own run at motherhood by reproducing with a never-present lowlife who lived in Djibouti, Azerbaijan, the Pacific coast of Russia. Living off their father’s drilling salary (Vivian answered “engineer” when asked, though he was just a roughneck) with a mother too preoccupied with cat fostering to hold down a proper job herself, Vivian and her brother, they wanted for a lot.

Or rather, Vivian did. Stevie had his ticket out: He’d been good at football. Team meals, someone else’s parents picking up the bill for pizza, he’d had an escape hatch every weekend and most nights after school. Vivian did not. She was so-so at academics, mortified by athletics, and, with the other students, she never found her social groove. One thing she loved was play season—in high school, there were two musicals a year, and Vivian worked diligently and happily behind the scenes on set design. In between, she babysat. Worked at an ice cream parlor on the weekends. Held in her disappointment when her father phoned to say that Indiana was once again too far for him to make it home on his two-week break.

Vivian had scrimped, she’d saved: It sucked. Once her three-job years were behind her and Alan was doing well enough for them to move from their Oak Park apartment near Chicago to a tidy house in Lakeview, Vivian became less tight with money. She had not looked back, and this gumption had served them. Everything had been coming up roses until—well, the pandemic, and also Bailey having to transfer to the Riverside Waldorf from the picture-perfect Fieldpoint school she’d worked so hard to get the girls into. Now, instead of having both kids in the right place and a streamlined pickup and drop-off routine, Vivian had a twenty-minute expedition between the two establishments, an infamous stretch of stoplights and distracted drivers known as the Post Road.

But that day, Vivian was calm instead of harried. She was girdled, moisturized, and ready for good news. “The mortgage on your mind is completely paid in full,” assured Tawny Grover from her car stereo. “You own your thought patterns. If something outside your own self bothers you, that’s because you let it.” She was unbothered. Moisturized. Quite literally in her lane.

“You have an incoming call from Serafina Everett.” The sudden declaration from her Bluetooth gave Vivian a jolt. The Queen Anne invitations were hand delivered, that’s what she’d always heard, but maybe Serafina was bending the rules for her new friend?

“Hey there!” said Vivian, struggling to keep her voice at a normal pitch. “I’m in the car, hitting every red light on planet earth.”

“Doing the school run?” Serafina asked.

“And then some.” Vivian reached for the Dr Pepper that she kept at bay from judgment inside a pink tumbler. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Aww, it’s just about the lobster dinner? Will you be my bus partner?” Serafina laughed. “You want to sit at our table, or have you made other plans?”

See, this was what Vivian was talking about. She hoped, she organized, and then she actualized her plans. Look how far Vivian had come from the department store dressing room where Serafina had jump-started their friendship by saving her from purchasing the wrong thing for a gala. (Vivian had thought “Dashing for the Dough” was a holiday baking party, but it turned out to be a fundraiser for the historical society??) Now Sera was in Vivian’s Favorites and they were talking shellfish.

“No, we’d love to!” Vivian answered, waiting to see if this was really about the Belleport Country Club’s lobster dinner (the unofficial start to summer) or if it was—maybe, hopefully?—about a life-changing something else.

“Okay, well, that’s it, really.” Serafina giggled. “That’s what I was calling for.” She said this so playfully, it filled Vivian with butterflies. “I’ll let you get back to it?”

“Yes, back to it, yes!” said Vivian, her voice gone far too high.

“YOU KNOW HOW SCARY CAN BE EXCITING?” Vivian’s podcast had skipped ahead during the phone call, so Vivian was taken aback by the roar of Tawny’s voice. “What if we moved straight to ‘this is gonna happen’ and got rid of fear and doubt? How’s that for emotional mastery?”

Sounds masterful, thought Vivian, as she pulled in (mindfully, carefully) to Bailey’s school. Unlike Fieldpoint, where uniformed attendants brought children, via walkie-talkie, to the waiting cars, at the Riverside Waldorf, Vivian had to park her car, turn off the engine, and shake hands with all of Bailey’s teachers while she waited for Bailey herself to emerge from behind whatever tree she’d been collapsed against, her face marred by disappointment. When it became clear that Fieldpoint’s rigorous curriculum hadn’t been the right fit for Bailey as a learner, Vivian’s aspiring thespian had begged to go to the local high school because of its theater department, but nobody—literally nobody in Belleport—sent their girls to public school.

“Jesus, Mom,” huffed Bailey once she and her angst were safely seat-belted into the back of Vivian’s Suburban. “You just come from The Handmaid’s Tale?”

Vivian flushed. She’d felt so confident in her dress choice; the shape was a bestseller. The internet assured Vivian that smocked bodices were all the rage, but it was true that ruching didn’t look so innocent across Vivian’s ample chest.

“It’s ‘cottagecore,’” said Vivian, twisting toward the back seat with a disdainful look. “And for someone who calls themselves a feminist, you’re very mean to me.”

“But you kinda look like someone whose right to vote was stripped?”

“Dammit, B.!” said Vivian, who had made a point never to swear in Belleport but sometimes failed when Bailey rattled her. Their relationship hadn’t always been so flinty—in Chicago, Vivian and Bailey had been a chummy pair. They’d had things in common—well, one thing in particular. The former stagehand in Vivian warmed to the theater nerd in Bailey, helping her run lines for her school’s productions and staying after pickup to help paint and stitch the set. But that chapter was behind them. In Greenwich, the popular kids’ moms drove their daughters to “away” lacrosse matches, not to dress rehearsals of Once Upon a Mattress.

“I was in a good mood,” said Vivian. “Can you not ruin it for me? Unlike some people, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with dressing nice.”

“One of your sleeves is literally bigger than the other,” Bailey insisted. “I’m not saying that to be mean. Look.”

“Well, I can’t look, because I’m driving the car necessary to shepherd you from . . .” But Vivian’s voice trailed off. She didn’t have the fight in her—she didn’t want to fight. She needed to stay positive if she wanted something good to happen. Emotional manifestation was a real thing, proved by actual science.

“Anything noteworthy happen in school?” asked Vivian, trying another tack.

“It was Rocko’s birthday and they wouldn’t let us eat the doughnuts his mom brought?” Bailey answered. “They put a candle in an apple for him instead.”

“Oh,” said Vivian. “Well, I guess it’s not the worst thing, to pay attention to sugar levels.”

“And one of the lower elementary kids is identifying as a cat.”

“A cat,” Vivian repeated.

“Yes. Just so you know the crap I’m dealing with at this institution. Did you talk to Dad about it?”

Vivian was pondering whether “crap” was too close to its harsher counterpart when she realized that she’d missed something. “Talk to him about what?”

“Theater camp,” said Bailey.

“Oh, honey,” Vivian replied. “That’s just not the right path for you right now. We’ve talked about this. You’re gonna love this camp.”

“No, you’re gonna love this camp. I don’t even play tennis. I don’t want to play tennis. And you’ve got me going to a fucking tennis camp!”

“Bailey Anderson!” Vivian startled. “We don’t use the F-word! That is not allowed!”

“At least I use my words! This is so ridiculous! They’ve got three musicals a year at Greenwich High. But you’ve got me out here finger-painting with a bunch of freaks!”

“If I can remind you,” said Vivian, seething over the loss of her good mood, “we had you in a superior school until you basically flunked out.”

“Anything is better than this cesspit!” Bailey shouted. “Nicht alle Tassen im Schrank haben!”

“You know I don’t speak German,” Vivian said through gritted teeth.

“Well, I didn’t want to either! But now I know how to tell you that all the cups aren’t in the cupboard. That’s what you want me learning? German aphorisms? Greenwich High is doing Macbeth this year!”

“I’m not having this conversation,” said Vivian, owning her thought patterns. “I’m not having it right now.”

“What do you even care, though? Dad doesn’t give a shit where I go to school; he’d be too happy not to pay!”

“Are you kidding me right now?” said Vivian, filled with anger. “Your father is just as invested in your education as—”

“Macbeth, Mom! You know what my school has planned this spring? Swallowtail Adventures!”

“And what does that entail?” asked Vivian, with caution.

“Fuck if I know!”

“Bailey!” Vivian screeched. “We do not talk like that! I don’t want another word out of you until we get to your sister’s school! You’re unbelievable!”

Vivian grabbed her soda, fuming, her very brain on fire. Vivian had had to ask Serafina to write letters of recommendation for her daughters to gain entrance to the century-old Wanakona Camp. Vivian would be mortified if Bailey refused to go. And who wouldn’t wanna go to Wanakona, as their website asked? The promotional material featured long-limbed teenagers in tennis skirts with their arms around one another, eyes squinting at the idyllic Vermont sun. It was a sports camp that prestigious residents had been sending Belleport’s daughters to for years. But Bailey? Bailey didn’t want sunset volleys and s’mores around the fire, she wanted to sit in folding chairs in some dusty-ass gymnasium in the middle of New Jersey, reading Middle English.

Thanks to the distractions of her cell phone, Bailey did indeed stay quiet until they reached Fieldpoint, where there was more commotion than usual at the middle school entrance. A huddle had formed at the pickup circle. Had the Girl Scout cookie orders arrived? Vivian wondered as they approached. But as they moved into the car lineup, the crowd parted to reveal a small girl in the middle of the circle, with a—no. It couldn’t be.

“Is Sunny holding a crow?” said Bailey, rolling down her window. “Mom, isn’t that her?”

Vivian shut her eyes in protest, or maybe the truer description was denial. Sunny had always been an animal lover, but as of late, things were getting out of hand. That Christmas, she’d come out as a vegetarian, gifting her parents with a trapdoor insect catcher so the Andersons could humanely release the ladybugs and ants and daddy longlegs of Connecticut instead of killing them. She’d removed the flyswatter from the kitchen and fabricated conversations with the dragonflies that were always perching on her knees and elbows. And this was just the nonsense that Vivian heard and saw. Who knew what Sunny got up to when Vivian wasn’t around?

The answer, apparently, was falconry. From out of the melee at the dismissal area, Sunny’s English teacher was running toward their car. “Sorry, I’m so sorry!” the teacher gasped through Vivian’s open window. “It literally just landed on her, we can’t shoo it away? She’s okay, though, she’s not injured, she’s very calm about it . . . I’m just, sorry, this is awkward?”

“Ms. Healy?” said Vivian, gesturing at the door handle. “Can you let me out?”

“Sure, sure,” said the teacher, shuffling backward so Vivian could open her car door. Together, they walked quickly toward the mayhem.

“Does she have food on her or something?” Vivian asked.

“I don’t think so? I’m not sure? I’m so sorry about this, it’s . . . obviously not ideal.”

Stay calm and . . . sue people, was that what Tawny Grover would advise? Vivian had just made it to the crowd of students when Sunny noticed her. The bird wasn’t on her shoulder as Vivian had first thought, but rather on her arm. All around the circle, uniformed middle schoolers were filming with their cell phones. This was worse than the risk of disease. This was a public relations crisis. Susannah Anderson would be the town bird freak.

“Honey, flap your arms!” said Vivian, demonstrating what she wanted. But instead, Sunny turned to the animal and—horror of horrors—said something to it. The massive thing cocked its tar-black head in the girl’s direction, its beak glinting in the sun. And then it flew away.

After navigating the torrents of astonished kids and apologetic teachers, Vivian ushered Sunny back to the car, relieved to see no scratches on her child.

“Wasn’t that the coolest?” said Sunny, charged through with adrenaline. “He was really nice!”

“Um, achtung much?” said Bailey. “What if it had rabies? Should we be in the same car?”

“Birds don’t carry rabies,” said Sunny, removing her backpack to settle in the rear. “You have to be a mammal to—”

“What was going on there?!” Vivian said sharply, interrupting the girls’ patter. “What in the world were you feeding him? Honey, you can’t do that!”

“I wasn’t feeding him,” said Sunny. “He just came over. I mean, I asked him to.”

“You asked him . . . Sunny, let’s be careful about the way we phrase things.”

“Why?” her younger daughter asked blankly. “It’s true!”

“’Cause people will think you’re a freak show,” taunted Bailey. “You know how Mom hates that.”

“I’m worried for her safety,” said Vivian, sternly. “That’s all I care about.”

“A bird girl and a horse girl,” Bailey continued. “You’re firing on all fronts.”

Vivian mulled the situation as she steered them home. It was cruel how Bailey had phrased it, but she wasn’t wrong—a horse girl was one thing, but people who fed birds while sitting on park benches? That was not her girl. Did Sunny need a therapist? Bailey already had one. What did it say about Vivian’s parenting that both her offspring needed counseling?

By the time the security guard lifted the boom barrier to Belleport, Vivian had sweated through the one dress sleeve that was, in fact, less puffy than the other and now squashed into her armpit. As she did on trying days, she self-soothed via planning out her gatescape. It was a thing here, or had become a thing during the pandemic, decorating one’s entrance lavishly. In the fall, jaunty hay bales and tumorous pumpkins; in the winter, custom wreaths of antique sleigh bells and balsam fir; and in the spring, forsythia bundles and hedges trimmed in the shape of cones and rabbits that caused a stir in the neighborhood forum if they stuck around too long. There was a man who specialized in gate decoration—his name was Esteban and he cost $600 an hour; Serafina had given Vivian his card. Vivian slowed her car to take on the first of Belleport’s speed bumps. So what if the Andersons didn’t have a private gate? So what if Esteban never returned her phone calls about decorating their porch? Soon, they’d have a swimming pool. Let her neighbors envy that.

But when Vivian reached their house, she saw something that would color the town greener: Serafina Everett climbing the front steps to Vivian’s door. When Vivian’s tires met the gravel driveway, Serafina turned. And that was when Vivian saw it. The envelope in Sera’s hands. The envelope stamped with the wax seal she’d always heard was the hallmark of the Queen Anne Club’s missives.

“Oh my goodness,” said Vivian, her eyes connecting with Sera’s through her front windshield. “Oh my freaking God!”

“You said ‘freaking,’” Sunny observed. “You said that’s on your ‘no’ list.”

“Can you free us from this suburban utility vehicle, please?” said Bailey. “The door’s on child lock.”
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WITH THE RLDF visit recapped and outstanding company fires extinguished, it was time for Alan to point his Audi S8 toward home. No matter what the workday dealt him, his evening commute was edifying, a vindication of all he did and was. Door to door, Alan’s drive was twenty minutes—some of it scenic. No doubt about it: Opening his agency in Stamford instead of Manhattan was the best thing he’d ever done. No longer were tennis matches and tee-time pleasures relegated to the weekend’s short runway. Last week, Alan had put in a doubles match before lunch. He was basically living like a European. Except that he worked in August and paid through the nose for his company’s health insurance and his children’s educations, and the cost of a bread loaf had risen to fourteen dollars a boule. Aside from these inconveniences, Alan was practically French.

It was a beautiful spring evening in Alan’s favorite month: the grit of winter melting, the ample trees peacocking fresh leaves, the traffic on I-95 relatively fluid. Once June hit, the girls would head to summer camp, giving Alan free rein to sink into his US Dairy work, get to know the power players, stress-test their milky hearts.

As he approached the Arch Street exit (he always thought of exit 3 as “his”), Alan left his problems on the highway. The dairy account would lift Orris + Anderson out of the orange—they hadn’t quite hit red like some of the smaller outfits, but the pandemic years had been hair-whitening ones, for sure. Alan made great money—and a lot of it—but unlike the early Chicago era, when his judicious wife had been a financial asset instead of a liability, their Belleport life was higher risk. While Alan understood the initial investments for Vivian to look (and dress and drive) the part of a Belleport housewife, he’d assumed expenses would be curbed once she felt like they fit in.

At some point, he’d stopped dissecting their monthly Amex statements because they spiked his blood pressure, but it was clear as day that the curbing hadn’t happened. On top of the luxuries his wife now deemed necessities (celebrity dermatologists, five-digit summer camps, sushi takeout on the regular), there were Sunny’s horse shows and horse outfits and the cursed horse itself, which had been something brown and imported from Denmark when Alan bought it, but in the photos Alan had last seen, the horse was white so who the fuck knew what was happening at Sunny’s Bedford barn. Add to this the insane sum the country club was asking for his contribution to the typhoon slide that they’d put in and the new pool he’d decided to gift Vivian and you had some of the reasons for Alan’s elevated cortisol levels and his twitchy eye.

But he was king of the world, still; his life a perfect fit. Outside his car window, the pleasure boats were back in the water at the marina and he could almost hear the cling-clanging of the American flag flapping back against its metal pole. The indomitability of seagull shit on the dock planks, the decadent boat names written in maroon and gold on white—it thrilled him and it soothed him, to be on a rising tide. Not everybody got to live in Belleport, but Alan Anderson fucking did. He had been patient. He’d made the required sacrifices and stuck to the broad view. And now his hair stayed thick from distant sea spray and his home’s value had appreciated 65 percent since they’d moved in. Booyah, he thought, as he pulled up to his house.

After a hectic workday, Alan loved coming home to the symmetry and order of their Federal colonial revival, its clean two stories capped with a flat roof like a boxed present. The wraparound front porch gave the home a stately Southern feel, and the smart green shutters lent capability and cheer to the whole place. Every time Alan returned to 31 Alden Court, he felt pride and reassurance. We’ve got everything under control here, the house seemed to communicate. But it’s good to have you home.

Alan pressed the remote to the garage on the right side of the house, content in the knowledge that everything was, in fact, controlled. On weekday evenings, Vivian usually had dinner underway and the girls on top of homework well before he arrived, but as Alan came in through the garage that night, the smell of burnt cheese and sweet deodorant filled the breezeway instead of roasting chicken. In the kitchen, he found his daughters sitting barefoot at the marble island, pushing their forks listlessly at what looked like undressed pasta.

Alan approached the island, unsure of his next step. On days like this—screw it, months—when Alan was especially preoccupied with work, the humans he’d created loomed like strangers: mysterious, long legged, unknowable despite how much of them was him. He stood there waiting for direction: Vivian was the ringmaster who choreographed his movements with the women in his house. Aren’t you going to kiss us hi? Why don’t you give them a good-night hug before disappearing into your emails? Et cetera. Bailey was in the yellow hoodie Vivian hated, while Sunny was in the plaid Fieldpoint kilt that might as well have been knitted with blue ribbons for the pride it brought his wife.

“Girls,” he said, putting down his briefcase. “Where’s Mom?”

“Well, hello to you too, Daddy-o,” said Bailey, spearing something with her fork. “She’s upstairs freaking out.”

Alan straightened. “Why?”

“She got one of those queen bitch invitations.”

Alan leaned for support on the kitchen island, which rose to the challenge gamely, as it was made of Calacatta marble. This was not good news. It was good news for Vivian, who had wanted to be part of this elite group of women nearly as much as she wanted a pool, but it would only spell trouble for Alan. Inconvenience, more expenses—he could almost feel it coming, her asking him to drive the girls to school.

“So she isn’t here?” he asked, grabbing a piece of penne from the plate of his younger daughter who had recently—did he have this right?—become a vegetarian.

“What? No. Are you even listening? She’s upstairs freaking out. I had to cook,” said Bailey.

That explained why the penne was underdone and barren. Had Vivian not left him something else? Because he wasn’t eating this.

“You should go congratulate her,” said Sunny. “She’s really, really happy.”

“Yeah, she’s totally happy,” said Bailey, frowning. “Even though Sunny might have the avian flu?”

“Huh?” Alan coughed: The penne would not go down.

“She got attacked by a crow today,” said Bailey. “At pickup.”

“I did not get attacked,” said Sunny. “And it was a raven.”

Bailey sat up to explain. “When we got to school, Sunny was at the curb with, like, this huge crow on her shoulder. Just, like, hanging out.”

“Raven,” Sunny said.

Well, this wasn’t a quality conversation. Alan’s presence in his kids’ lives was so sporadic, sometimes he lost fluency in the language the girls spoke.

“Okay, well, that’s odd,” said Alan, who considered minor injuries the school nurse’s domain.

“It isn’t,” said Sunny. “It’s just regular. Aren’t you gonna go to Mommy?”

But Alan didn’t budge. It was all his wife desired: to be welcomed in this community, to belong, to shed the traces of her Indiana past like a snakeskin on the floor. But maybe this was coming at the right time for his career? Once Alan got the dairy bid, he’d have to work nonstop through summer. It wouldn’t be the worst thing to have Vivian preoccupied with a distraction of her own. The club was surely harmless and the girls’ graduation was looming, so if he had to do the school drive, it wouldn’t happen often. Courage gathered, penne ill digested, Alan headed for the second floor.
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WHEN ALAN FIRST met Vivian in Chicago, he was in business school and she was studying hospitality management at a community college in Glen Ellyn. The Loyola business majors had been tasked with executing the marketing strategy for a fictional boutique hotel that the hospitality students were doing “experience design” for. Alan didn’t remember the logo that his team created—but he remembered that some imbecile named David wanted the hotel rooms to smell like peach, which would have made sense if they were in Georgia, but not in Illinois. And of course, he remembered Vivian. Although, back then, Vivian wasn’t her first name.

Valerie Felcher had auburn hair, and acres of it. She wore blousy dresses that wrapped at the waist and fluttered in the wind, and she carried a tremendous tote bag everywhere she went; the canvas kind that nannies are given for the beach. It had a monogram on it that didn’t match her initials. When Alan mentioned this, her face twitched. He didn’t press to find out why her bag said “LRL.”

As a general rule, Alan didn’t start new interactions by assuming socioeconomics, but with Valerie, there were tells. He hated that he could identify them, but at that point Alan was hanging with a lot of assholes, including an intolerable shit named Perry whose go-to pickup line was “You ever have braces?” When Perry’s negging got him booted back to their side of the bar, he’d re-pop his collar and tap his own incisor. “You can’t fake dental care.”

Perry Wheeler was always clocking scuff marks on shoe leather, tarnish on purse hardware, the year and make of cars, and dammit if Alan didn’t start noticing these things too. He hadn’t been raised to be a judgmental person—while Alan’s dad was strict, he was a fair man who never, ever would have judged the wear on someone’s shoes. But when you keep the wrong company, you use the company card. That was how Alan knew that Valerie had grown up poor, even though she didn’t tell him this for months.

Did he care? Of course he didn’t care. Alan didn’t come from wealth himself, but comfort and steadfastness. What did Alan mind if Val got her monogrammed accessories at the Salvation Army? Unlike his father, who respected his creativity but didn’t think it bankable, Valerie fully believed in Alan’s value and potential.

And Alan believed in her right back. When Alan met Valerie, she was twenty-four years old and proud to be a true adult out in the world. He was excited for her excitement—she was suited for the degree she was pursuing. Craving peace and ease and pleasure, she’d found the perfect path in hospitality. Alan would go on record that he never asked Val to abandon her career plans to support his, but she’d say that in any case, higher-ed was an expedient to the job she really wanted as a committed, busy wife. On the year anniversary of their meeting each other, Valerie dropped out of her college program. “Why would I manage some nasty motel in Naperville,” she said, “when I could manage you?”

And manage him was what she did, in the old-school usage of the term. Valerie bettered him, she organized him, she gave his ambitions more ambition; she always propped him up. For someone who considered herself undereducated, Valerie had sharp emotional intelligence—for instance, she knew before Alan that his college roommate, Kenneth, really did intend to put his inheritance toward their agency, that Kenny wasn’t blowing steam up Alan’s ass. Their first Thanksgiving as an engaged couple, Valerie brought a gleaming box of artisanal taffy chews out to his mother, even though he wasn’t sure he’d ever mentioned how much his mother loved them. Should he have seen that gesture as strategic instead of thoughtful? Why would he have thought that? Valerie was simply like that in their younger years—perceptive and incisive, a counterweight as he climbed agencies, moved them from an apartment into their first house. But when he transferred Orris + Anderson to Stamford from Chicago? That was when his counterweight started to malfunction.

Alan commuted the first year: stayed in Connecticut Mondays through Wednesdays, flew home on Thursday nights. Maybe she’d had too much time on her hands, too much time to think. She’d developed an agitation—a franticness—he hadn’t seen before. Late at night, he’d find spreadsheets and grids on her computer: price comparisons of luxury vehicles, twelve-page studies on a certain kind of handbag, which polo shirts looked best with a school uniform—she even had a PowerPoint titled “Front Entrances” analyzing the doorknobs and door colors, welcome mats and planters of local homes she deemed attainable. The research aspect was tolerable, understandable, even—the move to Connecticut represented a lot of firsts, and Valerie had no friends out east, not even friends of friends. Alan knew she’d rise to the occasion of relocation with obsessiveness; he hadn’t counted on perversion.

He’d never forget the evening she announced her plan to rebrand. It was a weekend, and he was on the cramped porch enjoying a screwdriver she’d mixed, strong. She didn’t want to be Valerie in Connecticut—it sounded cheap and tacky. She wanted to be Vivian.

Alan almost laughed at first; he thought she was making a joke in his dialect. Having pulled off a hundred repositionings, he understood the value and excitement in making oneself new. Alan’s mistake was that he’d likened Val’s request to something superficial: a new hairstyle she was going for, even a new hair color. He hadn’t understood how completely and convincingly she intended to change when they moved east. He hadn’t understood he couldn’t use her name again.

As Alan climbed the steps to Vivian’s dressing room, where Bailey said she’d be, he knew he should focus on congratulations only. He knew how much the invitation mattered to Vivian—any proof, really, that she was fitting in. But Alan also knew what it looked like when a paper airplane hit a current, and instead of coming back to you, it pulled higher into the air. He missed the red streaks in her long hair. He missed her fuller figure. He missed Val, instead of Viv.

“Oh, honey, can you believe it?” Alan had reached the threshold of Vivian’s private sanctuary, where she was standing at her cluttered vanity, putting on more makeup instead of taking it off. “Alan! It happened!”

He hugged her, held her close. Underneath the ruffly clothes and smoother face, she was still his Valerie, dynamic and zesty. He didn’t want her to leave him for wherever the invitation needed her to go. He’d had a momentous week, a productive day. Better—no?—to celebrate their respective victories together. But Vivian interrupted their embrace to grab a letter from the counter.

“Now, it’s just the seeding, but still!” She thrust the letter out with an impish grin, and he moved to the poofy thing she kept in the corner to scan the invitation.


The Queen Anne Club of Belleport

Est. 1891




April 26, 2024

Dear Vivian Anderson,

It is with pleasure and esteem that we, the members of the Queen Anne Club of Belleport, invite you for the Seeding period to our historic club. Please join us this evening at 9 p.m. to learn about the wonderful opportunities and excitement the Queen Annes will bring this summer.

Your Queen Regnant will be: Serafina Everett.

She will pick you up at the appointed hour to escort you to a secret destination where you will meet the two other candidates under consideration this season. We welcome anticipation, but leave your phones at home.

Long may the Queens reign!

Congratulations,

Serafina Everett

Interim President

The Queen Annes of Belleport



Alan turned the envelope over, struggling to form a question that would sound intrigued instead of circumspect. “What’s a regnant?” was what he landed on.

“Like a big sister. Sera will look out for me during the seeding period.” Vivian beamed.

“I thought that Whitby headed this?” he said, referring to the alpha WASP whose family’s obsessive “beautification initiatives” conjured monarchist France. He’d had to replace his perfectly serviceable driveway gravel with a heritage shell mixture that cost more per ounce than heroin because of the Shepards.

“Alan,” she said, glowering. “She’s been in Canada for two years? For her husband’s job?”

Alan handed back the letter. “That’s right,” he said. “Ruining the Rockies. That’s why it’s been so calm.”

“Can you believe I got Serafina, though?” she said, glowing from within. “I mean, don’t you think that means I’m in? If it’s Sera and whatnot?”

It took mustering for Alan to match Vivian’s excitement. Alan had never pointed out the pattern because he was cautious with her feelings, but every two years or so there was a new candidate for Vivian’s closest friend. These were never simple prospects, not straightforward women. There’d been Marjorie in Oak Park—that friendship had potential—but there had also been a series of misses in Lakeview that left Vivian confused and brokenhearted. From what he’d seen so far, Serafina was vivacious, but she ran with Whitby’s crowd, so Alan wasn’t clear on the ROI for Serafina other than the couture pancakes he suspected Vivian paid for every Friday, playing the grande dame.

Happy wife, happy life. This was a saying his business partner, Kenneth, had had stitched on a novelty pillow for Alan’s office couch. The saying was embarrassing, not for Kenny, who’d always had questionable taste in home goods, but for Alan, who’d referred to the pillow’s advice as a touchstone more times than he cared to count.

“Why wouldn’t they take you?” asked Alan, returning to the task at hand: congratulating his wife. “You’re a total catch.”

“ . . . and an asset, right?” she teased. Was Vivian priming him for sex? Normally she wouldn’t dream of mussing her hair and outfit, but the news had made her giddy. Alan wasn’t sure how to respond. He had too many unread emails to take her up on sex.

“The kickoff meeting’s tonight!” She grinned, giving her hair a final brush.

“They don’t waste any time, huh?” Alan said, feeling a little relieved. “Any idea where they’re taking you?”

“No idea.” She shook her head. “Everything’s a secret with this club.”

“But you’re not going far?”

In the mirror, Vivian paused to glare at him. “This is an honor, Alan. A really big, big deal.”

“And that’s how I am taking it!” His evening cleared, his emails on deck for answers, he knew he shouldn’t ask what he was about to. “It’s just—is there anything other than the pasta Bailey made? It isn’t very—”

In advertising, when you pitched a tagline that landed wrong, you could offer up another one, tweak the line through edits, but in marital conversations, each gaffe was carved in stone. Vivian reached for a bottle of perfume she knew Alan hated and doused him in a halo of frankincense and spite.







EYES ON BELLEPORT

Join the conversation!


Bethany

3h

I heard the Queen Anne letters went out? Is that true? Did anyone get one? I DIDNT

Margaret

3h

What comes in a Queen Anne envelope stays inside the envelope.

Bethany

3h

Huh?

Trudy

3h

I believe she means: Discretion.

Bethany

3h

I heard that Dani Fabler got one? Hows that possible??! She literally just moved here.

Marsha

2h

Bethany, you are aware, as we have previously mentioned, that all Belleport homeowners are invited to this forum and therefore liable to be reading what you write?

Bethany

2h

Doesn’t Dani *rent*?

Trudy

2h

Discretion much??! Let’s cool it with the rush talk!

Jillian

1h

I definitely heard she got one.

Margaret

1h

Regardless of the amount of time she’s lived here, Dani Fabler has brought much needed energy and freshness to our neighborhood. I highly recommend her catering services, though, of course, she’s very busy. (Her herb frittata canapés are unique and unexpected.)

Marsha

1h

How do you get the accent mark on your e’s on the computer?

Bethany

1h

I don’t think theres anything unexpected here at all. Clearly this is one of those DIVERSITY AND EXCLUSION things

Trudy

1h

Inclusion!

Bethany

1h

*I’m* not the one leaving people out!!!


91 members







7

EVERY TIME VIVIAN got into Serafina’s car, she was enrobed not only in the honeyed spice of Sera’s fragrance but with the girlish promise that Vivian had missed out on as a kid. She’d seen them after school, of course, the Greystone girls allowed to use their daddies’ Chevys to get to Bonnie Doon, a hipper establishment than the run-down Farrell’s parlor, where Vivian scooped cones and blended shakes. She’d heard them jack the music up as they peeled off campus, imagined them smoking Parliaments with the windows open, the wind in their long hair. Freedom, carefreeness, silliness—those buried hopes cracked through the surface each time Vivian hopped into Serafina’s Volvo.

“Yayyyy,” exclaimed Serafina, pinching Vivian’s knee once she was in. “This is gonna be so fun!”

“You really can’t tell me where we’re going?” Vivian dared, as Sera-fina started reversing. “Or who I’m up against?”

“Honey, I’m your regnant!” Serafina giggled. “This is going to be chill!”

And it would be chill, wouldn’t it? Alan wasn’t wrong—ever since Whitby had decamped to Banff to establish the Canadian equivalent of an adventure club for one percenters with her husband, things had been laxer in Belleport. Blue recycling bins on curbs past 9 a.m.; the occasional kid’s bike left out on the front lawn. Halloween pumpkins that looked carved by kids instead of artists. For the past year, especially, Belleport had been neighborhooding in a relaxed and friendly manner, and much of this was Serafina’s doing, because in Whitby’s absence, the locals had been looking to the town’s second-favorite denizen for their behavior cues.

Or maybe Serafina was the favorite now? It was true people felt calm around her, safe. Though Sera had all the trappings of an upper-class existence (privately educated children, enormous house, husband in finance), she could be discombobulated and spacey, which made her not only charming but relatable as well. And of course, there was that something else. Though no one would admit it, the fact that Serafina wasn’t lily white and had a powerful working mother (Geetha had been the economic affairs secretary at the Indian embassy for twenty-seven years before she retired) made people respect Sera in a way they didn’t Whitby, whose mother mostly worked at terrorizing Belleport homeowners with her pettiness.

“I’m surprised you haven’t blindfolded me,” said Vivian, with a laugh, since they’d been driving in circles for some time.

“We used to do that, actually,” Sera said. “But it messed up people’s makeup.”

By this point, Vivian was convinced they were headed to the Belleport Country Club, but at the end of a little-used road off Otter Rock Drive, Sera pulled into a parking space lightly dusted with beach sand.

“Clambake?” Vivian joked, but right then, she saw it. Behind the lighthouse, which was winsome but defunct, the bordering dunes glowed with candlelight. From the way the flames threatened to extinguish with each breeze, it certainly looked like they were real.

This astonished Vivian. Before Whitby left for Canada, the preservation of the lighthouse had been her hot-button issue. She’d even banned the use of charcoal barbecues by Otter Rock Drive homeowners to limit fire hazards. So the use of candles, not only in the dunes but—from the look of it—in the lighthouse’s beacon as well, struck Vivian as a deliberate, rebellious break from Whitby’s iron rule.

“To the lighthouse?” Serafina quipped, making a reference to a novel Vivian knew only because it was one of Bailey’s favorite books.

“To the lighthouse,” Vivian repeated, alighting from the car.
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VIVIAN HAD BEEN feeling confident about her Queen Anne chances until she saw whom she was up against. What she was up against, really, because the assembled women represented some of the oldest families in the state—maybe the whole country.

On the left side of the lighthouse, wearing violet slacks, was Eleanor Ashberry, who had an actual piece of the Mayflower under a bell jar in her home. Even though Eleanor was treated as the town’s eccentric (she was often called a “cat lady” despite loving only dogs), her recently deceased grandmother, Libby, had been so cherished, she’d had a brutalist bird feeder constructed in her honor at the Bruce Museum, where she’d been a trustee. Eleanor’s pedigree was a problem for Vivian, yes, but Eleanor herself was not. She wore out-of-date clothing, was deaf to current lingo, lived blissfully alone, and was so unconcerned about her skin tone, she looked much older than her fifty-odd years. Vivian imagined the selection committee wanted more bang for their buck than they could get out of the last remaining Ashberry, whose only living heirs were her five terriers.

No, Eleanor was not the problem. The real problem was across from Vivian in the form of Dani Fabler. Woke, aloof, and stylish, the recent transplant was a private chef rumored to have “Jenny” Aniston on speed dial. The whole town was abuzz with how quickly Dani had found her footing in Belleport society, how tastefully her home was decorated, how “inspiring” it was for a single lesbian to pick up and start fresh in a new town. Whether people actually meant it—the tastefulness, the inspiration—Vivian didn’t know yet. And that right there was the issue: Vivian didn’t know anything about this woman, her strongest competition. According to Serafina, Dani hadn’t even put herself on the wait list for the country club and she had no kids to enroll in the region’s schools. So, what . . . she just planned to exist in Belleport, do her job, see friends outside the neighborhood like some crazy woman with an independent life? Wilder still, Serafina reported that Dani and society pillar Margaret Mitchell had become chummy after Margaret hired her to cater parties so rarefied that not even Serafina had been invited. Margaret (no relation to the writer, or at least that’s what she said) was selective about her friends.

Made weak-kneed by these unknowns, Vivian looked to Serafina for reassurance, but her guide was embracing Alyson Davies, who must be Dani’s regnant—the two of them, Dani and Alyson, making an intimidating front, indeed. Alyson Davies was only Greenwich’s most successful—and costly—home stager, a woman who had forced many a homemaker to abort their landscape plans when she declared black-bottom pools “done.” Together, these women probably knew how to prep fresh grapefruit and never hollered up the stairs for something that they wanted. Their stateliness came naturally, whereas Vivian’s had been purchased via Amazon Prime.

And that was it, the evening’s group of gatekeepers and gate rushers, except for Vivian’s next-door neighbor Trudy Peterson, who appeared to be Eleanor’s regnant (good luck to them, then—Trudy’s favorite kind of person was a tennis racket).

“Ladies, welcome,” said Serafina, facing the women assembled. It was thrilling to be so intimate with power. The leg up she had from her friend’s status as the club’s interim director couldn’t be denied.

“We’re beyond excited to have you three joining us for the seeding,” Sera continued. “In the coming weeks, you’ll meet tons more of our members, but tonight, we’re keeping things cozy: just seedlings and their regnants.” With a nod from Serafina, Alyson and Trudy promptly fetched candles from the pathway for the initiates. Vivian’s burned her palm—the candle was, in fact, quite real.

“Our mission?” Serafina smiled. “The Annes stand for preservation, cultivation, and the beautification of all things.”

“This has many applications,” cut in Alyson. “Preservation of our historic houses, of art, even of ourselves.”

Sera looked incredulously at her counterpart but composed herself once she realized Alyson hadn’t meant the double entendre. (Alyson’s recent facelift had been the subject of much discussion during their Friday crepe dates.) “All of us here are more than the mothers and wives and entrepreneurs and, um, the volunteers that so many know us as,” Sera said. “We’re women who love Belleport and all it represents. Our life by the ocean, this enchanting neighborhood, none of it would be possible without continuing the traditions—large and small—that make Belleport Belleport.” Vivian’s heart was beating so triumphantly, she could feel it in her cleavage. This was all she’d ever wanted. Or rather, it was all she’d ever wanted once she found out about this club. “In the Annes, we aim to preserve a certain kind of femininity,” Serafina continued, “traditions that evoke and deepen a very special bond. By inviting you to the seeding, we are inviting you as sisters.”

Alyson held her candle higher. “Though only one person will make it into the Queen Annes, each of you, this summer, will make it into our lives and hearts.”

“Hear! Hear!” said Trudy, whose words blew out her candle.

Serafina looked fondly over at Alyson, a woman she’d once likened to a string bean with a trust fund before assuring Vivian she was kidding—who didn’t have a trust fund? Then she took the floor back. “Together, we’ll be moving through a series of . . . well, I’d like to call them learning opportunities, but to reveal more, my sisters, we must climb.”

The initiates looked up: They had to climb the lighthouse? Vivian had on platform espadrilles; she wasn’t dressed for exercise.

“My candle’s out,” said Trudy, rummaging through her pockets. “Just give me a sec.”

The women waited. Something hooted. Vivian turned toward the sound, feeling suddenly anxious. Would they be attacked by something airborne? What if she got sweaty?

“Ready to climb?” asked Serafina, gathering her full skirt in one hand. “Be careful on the steps now,” she suggested, holding her candle like a lantern. “Alyson, you’ll lead?”

Inside the lighthouse, the historic structure smelled of dust and rodent urine. Ascending the spiral staircase in shoes she hadn’t broken in yet was a crash course in regret, but Vivian feared she’d need a tetanus shot if she removed them.

“Is this staircase going to hold us?” asked Eleanor, stepping gingerly upward in her periwinkle pants.

“We climb in silence, ladies,” said Alyson, a finger to her lips.

Within minutes, the women were panting—the stairs were awfully steep.

“When we get to the beacon,” said Serafina windedly to the group climbing behind her, “please take your place along the wall.”

Alyson and Dani were the first duo to enter the top part of the lighthouse, but it was Alyson who screamed.

“Oh my God, what!?” cried Serafina behind them, nearly dropping her candle.

It had to be an animal. A raccoon? Something larger? What was larger than a trash monkey? How would they handle this, would they have to rush back down the stairs?

“Holy shit!” cried Alyson. “Oh my God, girl, what the hell!”

A flight below them still, Vivian heard the frightful laughter. The smoosh of an embrace. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be! Her heart had ceased its beating. So much for her soul.

Serafina made it into the beacon before Vivian did, unleashing a cry that went straight to Vivian’s gut.

“Whitby?! What is happening?! When did you get back?”

Then Vivian was in the beacon, seeing the terror for herself. Whitby Shepard—bully, princess, icon, a woman who looked both older and younger than her forty-six years because she was fabricated from a heritage mix of Botox, vodka, and tweed—was in the freaking lighthouse.

“You think I’d miss a seeding?” Whitby pouted. “You girls are too much! Welcome, ladies, welcome!”

Vivian blinked into the impossibility of this. She didn’t understand the physics. Whitby had literally just posted a photo of herself spring skiing the Canadian Rockies to her Instagram.

“I can’t believe this,” said Alyson. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell us! When did you get back? How long are you staying? Was I the only one who didn’t know?” She looked around her, but judging from the pale countenances of the other two regnants, they’d all been in the dark.

“Well, the resort is going gangbusters, and we had the most incredible opportunity to launch something truly life-changing back here, so we had to scurry back.”

The women murmured as they claimed the weathered wicker furniture strewn about the beacon—Brent Mackesy’s “opportunities” were the stuff of real estate legend. He’d transformed the Bedford Polo Club from a dilapidated row of termite-infected barns into the area’s first “heirloom community” of second-home condos built from wood that smelled like polo ponies. In the space of thirty seconds, all the women had gone from being focused on their sisterhood to giddily wondering what Mackesy Holdings LLC would be doing next.

“Enough about me, though! Have you already done the chant? Preservation, cultivation, the beautification of all things?” asked Whitby, sinking into an aged peacock chair that swelled around her like an actual throne. “Isn’t this exciting? I can’t wait to kick things off!”

“Kick things—” said Serafina. “But we already did?” Trudy looked panicked at this admission. So did Alyson.

“The neat thing about being an acting president,” said Whitby, “is you don’t have to do it when I’m back! And thank God I’m back, right? Real candles in our historic lighthouse? And inches from beach grass? When the cat’s away, the mice make awfully dangerous decisions!” Whitby’s smile had nothing kind about it.

“I mean, I had no idea that—” Serafina tried.

“No worries,” said Whitby, her smile still in place. “I’m just so pleased to see our choices! Eleanor, I’m so sorry about your grandmother—what a gift she was. And Dani, my goodness, what a sweet surprise! I mean, I feel like you just moved here! And Vivian, darling, thank you for removing those God-awful thuja trees that the Deltours planted. Those things were out of control.”

Vivian had loved the conifer hedges the former owners installed; they looked like Christmas trees year-round. They’d died of some contagious fungus her gardener had been afraid of. When he pulled them up and replaced them all with boxwoods, Vivian had wept.

“Right, so I sort of assumed that I’d take over from here?” said Whitby, cocking her head at Serafina. “But if that hurts your feelings, I’ll step back.”

In the flicker of the candles, Vivian saw her friend’s jaw tighten. “Of course not,” said Serafina, curtly. “It’s just that I’d had—”

“Perfect!” said Whitby. “For the record, I want to publicly state how uncomfortable I am with these candles,” she said, eyeing the offenders, “but seeing that we’ll be in total darkness without them, we have to keep on going. Unless you also broke the rule of people not bringing their phones?”

“Nobody has phones,” said Trudy glumly, with a shake of the ponytail that was as ubiquitous as her tennis whites.

“Glad to hear it,” Whitby said. Smoothing her pleated skirt over her knees, Whitby motioned for everyone to sit, but of the remaining chairs available, two had broken legs and one a broken seat, so most women continued to stand.

“Our motto will mean different things at different seasons,” Whitby said, her voice sweet as maple syrup, “but striving for self-betterment and the betterment of others is something we carry in our hearts. The Queen Anne Club, as you all know, was founded by my great-great-grandmother Adair Shepard in 1891. The reinstitution of the crossing guards on Greenwich Avenue? The deviled egg race on the Sound? Both Queen Anne initiatives. And when’s the last time you saw a greyhound race on the East Coast?”

“Never?” submitted Eleanor, who was fighting for her life on a rickety cane chair.

“Exactly!” Whitby clapped. “Us queens are about progress, but progress tempered by tradition. As feminists—and we are feminists—” Whitby said this in Dani’s direction, rather pointedly. “We understand that the subtleties that make us women also make us capable and strong, and part of a community, a community of sisters. Whether it’s bringing the festivity of beef Wellington back to our dining tables or surprising our dear neighbors with the choicest Christmas carols, from aspics to baskets, we’re all about small traditions, carried forward in a big way.”

This was music to Vivian’s ears, a symphony of chance. She was from the heartland: She’d been born into an aspic. And how she’d always wanted to be among the voices caroling “O Holy Night” into the darkness on December 24!

“If I could ask a question?” said Eleanor. “I was wondering about the timeline, as I—”

“We’ll have time over schnapps to talk,” Whitby declared. “Although I don’t see the schnapps set up? Sorry, are we all sober curious this month?”

“Shit,” said Trudy, biting her lip. “I forgot the schnapps.”

“My, my, my, if that isn’t the sound of things whooshing through the cracks!” Whitby looked at the floorboards as if gravity itself had let her down. Outside the rattling panes of the lighthouse, the wind had picked up. If she closed her eyes, Vivian could almost feel the structure moving in the wind.

“Over our time together in the coming months,” continued Whitby, smoothing her skirt out once again, “you will learn what makes our women’s society incredibly, blessedly special. And one of the most special things about us, and rare, if I may say so, is that we are discreet.” Alyson opened her mouth to say something, but Whitby stopped her with a hand.

“To keep you on track and hold you to tradition,” Whitby advised, “we run an FCCDG approach: florals, cocktails, condiments, decor, and guest lists—culminating in a dinner party you’ll host to show off everything you’ve learned.”

“Does it have to be inside?” asked Eleanor, who had never been gifted at reading social cues.

“Sorry?” said Serafina and Whitby at the same time.

“Does the dinner have to be inside? Because of my dogs, is why I’m asking. Some people are allergic.”

“Eleanor, darling. Big-picture thinking, please,” said Whitby, crossing her legs at her impossibly tanned ankles. Wasn’t it winter in Canada, or had Whitby been somewhere else?

“And does it have to be a dinner?” Eleanor continued. “Could it be a tea?”

“Let’s not get lost in the weeds here,” said Whitby, standing. “Questions are for your regnants, who exist to guide and coach and correct you—which reminds me, Serafina, sorry to spring this on you, hon?”

“Yes?” she answered.

“Given that I’m just back and all, and just ready to roll, why don’t I take your seedling? I mean, I know how much you have to tackle this summer—isn’t Dukey getting braces?”

Serafina swallowed. She was extremely testy about her husband’s orthodontic drama, but more importantly, what in the hot hell? Whitby couldn’t be Vivian’s regnant: She’d never survive! Serafina had to fight for her—but she wouldn’t, Sera couldn’t. She and Whitby had known each other for decades, and Sera knew the rules. The security guards sporting candy-striped blazers in the summertime, the mosaic sweets station at the country club, the sparkling wine on tap—what Whitby Shepard wanted, Whitby Shepard got.

“Or is that a problem?” Whitby asked.

“A problem? Not a problem—it’s just that I spent time preparing—”

“Well, there’s always so much to do, obviously! You can be a runner—flitting from group to group, yes?”

Vivian’s insides went volcanic. Was it decided, then?

“Then it’s decided!” said Whitby, clapping her hands together. “Vivvy, won’t this be just great? I mean, I’ve so wanted to get to know you better, and now we have our chance!” She looked around at the women hanging on her words. “I hope that Serafina told you all to keep your schedules open. Like really, truly open. That’s the fun thing about the Queen Annes—we strike at all hours!”

“Like, literally any hour?” Eleanor asked. “’Cause I turn off my phone at night.”

“Bigger. Picture. Thinking!” Whitby said. “If you’re already thinking of our get-togethers as inconveniences, I can tell you right now—like right this second—that you don’t have what it takes to be an Anne.”

“That’s not what I was saying!” retorted Eleanor. “I’m very pleased to be here. It’s just that with the dogs—”

“Silence!” yelled Whitby. “Did you not hear those wings? I didn’t brave a truly life-altering amount of turbulence just to die of lyssavirus. Let’s move to lower ground. But firstly, Vivian!” She reached her perfect hand out for Vivian to hold or kiss, Vivian wasn’t sure which. “It will be an honor to be your guiding queen!”
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“THAT WOMAN”—Serafina slammed her hand against the steering wheel—“is a fucking piece of work!”

They were still parked outside the lighthouse, and Vivian stiffened against Sera’s language and their lack of motion, both. She felt that if they started driving, a solution might appear.

“She has got to be the most conniving, most strategic . . . you know what this is about, right?”

Vivian did not know what it was about.

“This is about Whitby being a vindictive little cunt! Duke’s pulling out of Brent’s latest investment thingy, and Whitby just can’t stand it. This is her revenge path. Unbelievable! Who flies home just to make a point?!”

“The adventure club in Canada?” Vivian said, her voice tight as a screw.

“No. That we did invest in.” Serafina shook her head. “No, they’ve got this new thing, Belleport North or something? It’s like a survival estate, a hunting lodge, I don’t even know what. But I trust Duke’s instincts. Something with the indexes—or indices?—he wasn’t feeling it. So now I get to feel it. I’ll be feeling it all summer. I’ve known that bitch for decades, and if there’s one thing she excels at, it’s holding a damn grudge.”

Vivian drew a breath in. Once again, she’d been left out of something she knew nothing about. “I didn’t know about the investments,” she said, carefully. “About Brent’s new thing?”

“Right, right, no, I mean—it’s not quite public yet,” said Sera, annoyed. “It’s not . . . I probably shouldn’t talk about it because it’s actually super cool, it’s just that, you know, it’s complicated. But it has nothing to do with me, actually, so I shouldn’t pay the price.”

Serafina stared at the darkened lighthouse while Vivian’s mind untangled knots. “Do you think it’s possible to . . . revisit this?” Vivian asked. “Her being my regnant? You know, when she calms down?”

“You don’t know her like I do.” Serafina frowned. “No one does. That was Whitby calmed down.”

While Serafina navigated the car out of its space and down the road, Vivian tried to organize her feelings into a statement that wasn’t whiny. But it didn’t work.

“I’m not sure that I’ll survive this,” Vivian admitted. “I mean, I barely know her. She . . . she terrifies me.”

“She terrifies us all,” said Serafina, turning onto Alden Court. “But don’t read too much into it. She’s just trying to piss me off. It has nothing to do with you.”

Vivian’s face fell, and Serafina noticed.

“I mean, you’re here on your own merits, of course!” she said, turning to touch Vivian’s arm. “You’re here because you’re awesome! And there’s a vote—a real vote by the members after the final dinner parties in August. So you know, you just do your best, like you would have anyway. It’s just that . . .” Serafina bit her lip.

“It’s just that what?”

“It’s just that, to get through this summer with her?” Serafina scratched her ear. “You have to be perfect. Like, perfect to the nines. Not that you aren’t, of course you are—I love this dress on you by the way, the bodice is so cool—but with her it’s not just going to be about you. It’ll be your kids. Your house. Your lawn. She’s obsessed with fucking grass height. Your husband, not that there’s anything wrong with him. The parking space you choose at the country club, how much you drink or don’t. I mean, it’s fucking Balmoral with the Shepards, as you probably know.”

Vivian did know this. Or some of this. She just hadn’t known that she’d be understudying with the queen herself.

“I can help you, I mean, sometimes? But also, not so much?”

Vivian’s face flattened.

“She just won’t appreciate us having gotten friendly, you know? That will only make things worse.”

Serafina nodded as if she’d provided a solution of some kind. But Vivian didn’t feel like nodding, she felt like throwing up.

“So maybe we cool it with the crepes and stuff, just for a little while?” Sera gave her a weak smile. “Till she settles in, infuriates her landscapers, fucks off to Quogue? You know how she gets.”

“Are you breaking up with me?” asked Vivian, her heart in her throat.

“What? Viv, no! Of course not! It’s just like, we take things down a notch? And be careful what you text me. She’ll be on me like Spanx. Ugh. There goes my relaxing summer, bloody hell.”

And poof! There went their friendship, nipped in the budding bud. Vivian had had her five minutes in the sunshine, but now the sun was gone. They had arrived in Vivian’s driveway, where she was expected to get out and navigate this seeding all alone.

“You’ve totally got this,” said Serafina, touching her arm again. “You’ve got this, absolutely. You just need, you know, to buckle up?”

Instinctively, Vivian reached for the seat belt she’d already taken off. But no, Serafina meant that metaphorically. The warm season would be long.
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PITCH DAY WAS proving to be a bumpy ride for Alan. They were out of cottage cheese for breakfast, and he spilled coffee on the dress shirt that he always wore to pitch. Next, he found the driver’s seat in his Audi totally reclined. This was something Sunny used to do when they first moved to Greenwich. She’d go into the garage and recline all his seats. It was cute at first (“She just wants more time with you,” was Vivian’s assessment), but Sunny was eight then; the house was fresh and new. It was a strange thing—strange and grating—that she’d chosen to revisit this habit today, of all days.

I-95 was choked with traffic, because of course it was. Alan was headed to the office parking lot, where he would meet his assistant and his driver, who would take them to the airport to pick up Tucker. When Alan finally arrived, Jacquelyn was already outside the limo, tapping her capable and on-time foot. “Let’s get a move on,” was the only thing she said.

On the way to the airport, Alan went over his presentation notes. O+A’s tagline had been focus grouped, stress tested, put into different typefaces by their in-house graphic designers. Yes, milk would support campaigns that illustrated everything that milk could do for you nutrition-wise, and beyond that, the impact it could have on your . . . Kenneth wanted him to say “life,” but Alan was tempted to take a risk and say “soul” instead. In the service of pitch research, Alan had started drinking milk again and he believed that there was something to it, something restorative and profoundly nourishing in one of the earth’s most ancient beverages. Alan’s vision seemed sharper, his brain was firing on all cylinders, he’d even been sleeping with fewer wake-ups because—according to the internet—milk was loaded with iron, which pumped more oxygen through his lungs.

Game plan for the pitch: Alan was going to have Tucker talk through what cows meant to him and his family, running the room through the importance of milk in his everyday (at which point Alan would make a quip about milk being the new daily bread), and then Alan would deliver the clincher: a series of three leading questions, before revealing the tagline on a screen. (The graphic designers had created a font that was vaguely western to satisfy the yearning for everything ranchy that had been raging since the series Yellowstone took off.) Alan wasn’t completely sold on it, this Americana typeface, but he would fucking sell it.

“Delta arrivals,” their driver, Eddy, announced. Alan had been so lost inside his run of show he hadn’t noticed they’d made it to the airport. He started straightening his papers, slipping them inside the briefcase he was partial to, but Jacquelyn was beats ahead.

“I’ll go and get him,” she said, already out of the car. He watched her walk efficiently toward the arrivals lounge, imagining the industry headlines that would accompany his win: “Got Milk? Orris & Anderson Does!” and “Orris & Anderson Gets the Moolah with US Dairy,” but then Jacquelyn was back. Too fast, without a passenger. Alan had to open the car door to hear her—he could never locate the window button in these electric things.

“Alan,” she said once he’d gotten the car door open. “I’m afraid we have a problem.”

Tucker was drunk. Stoned? Drugged? Convulsing? He’d shown up with a Confederate flag wrapped around his chest?

“Tell me.” He prepared himself. “We can handle it.”

“Tucker isn’t Tucker. I’ll go back and get him; he’s just going to the bathroom. But this isn’t the right man.”

What in the fuckity fuck of all the fucks was going on? “Tucker isn’t here?” said Alan, the panic impossible to suppress.

“Yeah, that isn’t Tucker. I’ll grab him. I’ll be back.”

Ever the professional, Eddy sat in the front seat ignoring this disaster. Dear God, who had Greenacres sent? Why was this happening, how could this be happening? Who, exactly, had landed in New York?

On the other side of the crosswalk, Alan saw Jacquelyn pop through the automatic door with a cowboy-looking fellow. Weathered jeans, actual cowboy boots, a linen button-down, and a hat with a feather poked into the band. He was tall and lean, traversing the crosswalk like Kris Kristofferson reborn. Now that he was closer, Alan identified prayer beads around his neck. On the column marked “pros” that Alan tallied in his mind, he noted the man’s inordinate good looks. Rugged. Gritty. Alan could work with this, if forced to. He exited the car.

“What exactly’s going on here?” Alan asked the man, who looked more like a rock and roller than a dairy farmer.

“Daniel Ellery, sir. Nice to meet you.”

“What the fuck happened to Tucker?”

“Stage fright,” said the young man, shifting his weight. He had nothing on him, not a satchel, not a bindle, not a sporty water bottle. Just himself and his alarmingly taut chest.

“Stage fright?” Alan scoffed. “What in the—I’ve been coaching him for weeks! This is unacceptable. Jack, can you get Tucker on the line?” Alan wasn’t managing the situation. He wasn’t keeping calm. He’d called his assistant “Jack.”

“I’ve tried calling twice already, but nobody’s picking up.”

“I’m good, man, I’ve been briefed,” said the cowboy. “I’m much better at this public speaking thing than Tucker.”

“Man?” said Alan, startled. “Briefed? Do you have any milk experience? Do you even farm?”

The cowboy fellow laughed. Laughed! Twenty thousand dollars they were paying Tucker Brannigan to inspire a room of ad execs, and this unplanned replacement found it appropriate to laugh?

“You know what nobody’s ever asked in the history of the world?” Daniel answered. “Can I have more water for my cereal.”

This print-ready copy threw Alan for a loop. Can I have more water for my cereal? was perfect; was it too late to work that in? Was it possible that this switcheroo was fated, that this was going to work out beautifully, much better than fine? But what could Alan’s team do about this man’s attractiveness? They’d built their pitch around somebody relatable. Daniel didn’t look like your cousin’s cousin, your uncle in the military, he looked like a Hollywood A-lister with a novelty ranch.

Alan glanced at Jacquelyn for direction, but her face had turned a different color from her neck.

“This is not at all what we agreed on,” said Alan. “But you’re leaving me little choice.”

“That’s the problem with the world today,” said Daniel. “Too many choices.”

Alan narrowed his eyes. He did not like this man’s attitude, but if Alan had learned anything from his years in advertising, it was that the emotions that repel us are the ones that sell.

Alan put his hand out to shake that of the Lone Ranger. He’d tweak the pitch, he’d make it aspirational, he’d work off this man’s vibes. He opened the door for the damn cowboy. They continued heading west.
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AT THE US DAIRY outpost just off Bryant Park in New York City, the conference room assigned to Alan’s agency was brimming with bagels. Through the glass, Alan watched Kenneth graze the platters with moony eyes. The irrepressible golden retriever-ness of his cofounder immediately calmed him, buttressing Alan’s determination that this would all work out. Hand on the doorknob, Alan turned to the Replacement Dairy Farmer and steeled him for go time.

“I’ll introduce you to our team first,” said Alan. “I think . . . don’t talk too much?”

Daniel mimicked sealing his lips by way of response.

“Wakey-wakey, eggs and fucking bakey,” said Alan, entering the conference room. “We had a slight snafu with Tucker. Problems with his flight. Luckily, they sent Daniel here as his replacement. Also a Real-Life Dairy Farmer, just a tad more, well—”

“Conscious,” said Daniel, removing his hat to greet the team. “I’m a conscious farmer.”

“I’m sorry, what?” said Kenneth, who had a slug of cream cheese on his cheek. “Tucker isn’t here?”

“We’re gonna power through this,” said Alan, putting his arm around Daniel, which did not have the chummy effect that Alan had been going for because Daniel was so tall. “I briefed him on the way over. He’s very, um, tuned into what we’re going for.”

“Yes, totally,” said Daniel, putting his hat back on. “Tuned and I’m attuned.”

Alan surveyed his gawping creatives. They’d worked so hard to build a campaign around a PG-type American, and this man was rated R.

“Wow,” said Zach, one of his favorite writers.

“Yippee ki-yay, motherfuckers,” said another writer, Damien, whom Alan liked far less.

“Let’s go get ’em, people,” said Alan, his heart thumping. “Let’s go get our milk.”


[image: ]
The presentation room was a contained space with a stage and a film screen at the bottom of a rising hill of seats: The energy was half private screening room, half Roman amphitheater where people got dismembered. The dairy execs, who had been hearing pitches all morning, were already seated with their laptops open, coffee beverages placed perilously at their feet. O+A had the last spot before the lunch break, and Alan could feel the slog of low blood sugar creeping through the room. He wished the pitch were taking place a decade earlier when admen still did coke.

“Alan, Alan, Alan,” said the CEO, Brendan, who had been a linebacker in college and still carried himself like someone who might give you brain damage instead of a handshake. They’d met previously when Brendan had been the marketing director over at John Deere, when Alan had been the advertising whiz who had made every white male in America realize they should be sitting down while mowing instead of standing up. “How’s it hanging? How’s the fam?”

While they small-talked, Alan scanned the room to gauge the general mood. The dairy pushers, they were tired. Alan would have to give this his everything, pack in all the emotions. Daniel’s obscene good looks would help.

“Well, we can’t wait to see what you’ve got for us,” said Brendan, slapping Alan’s back hard enough to leave a mark.

A nod from Alan’s employee Damien, who was better at sharing decks than writing them, let Alan know his presentation was locked and loaded. After assessing who was sitting where in order to direct his pitch accordingly, Alan took the stage with attention to his posture (a business coach once told him to project a physique of “calm erection” while presenting; notable advice). His first slide clicked on the screen: It showed a 1950s-styled woman meeting her milkman in a full skirt and low heels. The generically handsome gent was handing her four bottles of moo juice in a metal carrier.

Alan sauntered in front of the projection like he was giving a TED Talk.

“Milk used to be community. Milk used to be a hub.”

The word “hub” was Damien’s cue to show the second slide, a sepia image of mixed-age pioneer types milking cows at the bottom of some eroded hill. The women had on bonnets, and two of them were laughing.

“Milk used to be as American as the flag that flies above us.” Alan scowled at Damien, who had missed Alan’s cue for the third slide. In haste, Damien flicked to a recent photograph of a table of Marines in an on-base cafeteria. Chicken tenders and small salads on their lunch trays, glasses full of milk.

Obediently, Damien moved forward to slide four.

“And let’s be honest,” said Alan, pausing. “Milk used to be sexy.”

Long hold on this slide, featuring a 1990s Gisele Bündchen in a cropped, bedazzled bolero, looking like she was going to tango her way to stronger bones. There was a glass of milk in her right hand and a milk mustache painted on her upper lip. Her torso was never-ending, her waist slim as a young tree. Gisele didn’t even drink cow’s milk; she preferred fresh coconut milk, as she’d reported widely in the many articles about her plant-based diet. But none of these men cared what the Brazilian imbibed or didn’t—she was glorious and sinewy. She’d woken up the room.

“You know what isn’t sexy, though?” Alan turned his back to the executives to gaze at the image of an open-plan coffee shop whose exposed pipes and ragged ceilings would have suggested bankruptcy had the line for the single register not been two days long. Behind jumbo espresso machines, waifish baristas dripped pour overs from on high as if it were the Arabian Peninsula in 600 CE instead of Abbot Kinney. On the counter, you could make out an apothecary spread of nut milks: cashew, almond, pistachio, whatever the fuck. The people in line—all of them in athleisure—would visibly age before they got their beverages. On the bottom of the screen, a note read, “Average wait time: thirteen minutes.”

“Fussiness isn’t sexy,” Alan said. “Keeping things simple, knowing your priorities, getting to the heart of the matter each and every time, that’s what we’re about here. Milk, it’s real America.”

Alan paused to look over at Daniel. The man smelled like something disconcerting: Campfire? Wild sage? His blue eyes were hypnotizing, dazzling, but they gave Alan no clues. Were they going to be in sync for this, or not? Maybe adding this hipster slide had been an error. But then Alan looked at his audience, an entire room of white executives who fucking hated nut milk drinkers. Alan’s aim was true.

“Fortunately, real America is here with us,” he said, gesturing to Daniel, who dutifully removed his hat and held it to his chest like the national anthem was starting up. “Introducing Daniel Ellery, who’s joined us all the way from Wisconsin—from Greenacres Farm, exactly—to tell us what it’s really like out there in the heartland. Daniel? Welcome.”

Alan watched as Brendan reached for the beverage at his feet. Beside him, the marketing director—who Alan heard was a nepo baby hire who didn’t know Pepsi from Coke—performatively shuffled papers. In the back of the room, a phone rang but was quickly silenced. With few exceptions, these dairy executives were indistinguishable from one another. All of them in their forties or fifties, out of their prime shape but holding it together. All of them wearing those Untuckit shirts you got in the airport. All of them milk white.

“Gentlemen, ladies,” said Daniel, taking the stage with what was either a wink or a flinch; Alan’s vision had been failing for some time. “Thank you for having me. It’s an honor to meet the good people who work so hard to get milk from our beautiful farms to the citizens of this country.” If that wasn’t another wink, it was definitely a glimmer. In the front row, Alan’s partner, Kenneth, looked like a man who had been given a life raft. Alan could exhale. This was going to be fine. This was going to work. Their Replacement Dairy Farmer had even tightened the twang in his voice, speaking with an accent that gave sweet home Badger State.

“The thing that really attracts me to the job I do is that milk, it’s just alive.” Daniel was still going. “It’s got history and pedigree and story all inside it. Think about it,” he said, with an idle hip cock. “Every mammal on the planet needs its mother’s milk. It’s the first thing they encounter outside of the womb. It’s the liquid that sets them up for solids. It’s step one for us all.”

Relief coursed through Alan like molten gold becoming brick—liquids turning solid was an apt image indeed. Was it possible that this hunk was going to win the account on his own merits? Alan realized he’d been wrong to interpret some of that morning’s rockiness as a harbinger of boulders. This guy was perfectly setting up Alan’s positioning of cow’s milk as vital food.

“Milk,” continued Daniel, his hat back on his dear head, “is more alive than we are. And I really mean alive.” Alan cleared his throat. This “alive” part wasn’t planned on—it meant bacteria to most people. Salmonella. E. coli.

“Thousands of years ago,” said Daniel, pacing the stage with his long legs, “the raw power of cow’s milk was so present people couldn’t handle it. They had to turn it into other things: into cheese, into curds. And then they learned to handle it, or they thought they did. But milk cannot be tamed. When all of us are gone, the milk will keep running from the mother’s teat to the—”

Alan coughed dramatically. “Teat” was not a safe word. Teats made men think of women, which made them think of lawsuits, and even if the milk they were all trying to get rich from came from mammary glands, there could be no talk of nipples here.

“Look, it won’t be a secret to you,” Daniel said, stopping at center stage. “I know y’all are eager to get Americans to buy more milk—”

“To drink more milk,” interrupted Alan. “To drink is the desire.”

“. . . but advertising isn’t the answer. Advertising is the reason so many of our farms are failing! It’s you all who got people wanting chickens without bones in them and milk that has no dairy. Advertising has made a monster out of people, and the monster’s killing us.”

Alan’s stomach dropped. He watched his writers glance at one another, disbelief spreading like a common cold throughout the room.

“Actually, Daniel,” said Alan with a chuckle he hoped sounded good-natured instead of completely fucking panicked, “the question we’d like to start with is: What time do you wake up?” He put his hand on Daniel’s forearm with enough pressure to communicate cut out the fucking shit. “Though my morning might not look like your morning, at Orris + Anderson, we’re all about connecting the milk makers and the milk drinkers, crossing that divide, becoming one again. Walk us through a typical morning at Greenacres, won’t you, Danny boy? The rooster crows his little wake-up song, then what?”

Alan Anderson was sweating: visibly, he feared. The rooster thing was overkill; it sounded condescending. But this buckaroo needed to be put back in his place.

“What’s my day like?” asked Daniel, reaching into his back jeans pocket to pull out—a raisin bagel, Jesus Christ. “My day should be about waking up and cranking just enough milk out for my family and my neighbors. Instead, I gotta fuss with all these quotas.” He paused to bite his bagel.

“The kid wouldn’t be hungry if he’d had a nice glass of nature’s nectar, right?” Alan jokingly asked the audience, while trying to wrest the distracting food item from Daniel’s hand.

“I’m on the wheel, is what my day’s like. Running for Big Dairy,” Daniel started up again, holding the bagel out of reach like Lady Liberty’s torch. “But I guess that’s just America. When we get it right, when we finally get it working, that’s when you all come in saying we need more, More, MORE. Have you ever considered the long-term impacts of what you’re doing? Of telling people that what they have is not enough?”

Well, they were fully off the rails now! Everyone in the presentation room was boring into Alan with their one-percenter eyes. Stop. Fucking. TALKING, Alan mouthed in Daniel’s direction, slicing his hand across his neck to emphasize his request. Momentarily weakened, Daniel put his arm down. Alan grabbed the bagel and tossed it to Zach in the front row.

“What exactly’s going on here?” CEO Brendan asked, edging forward in his seat. “What kind of pitch is this?”

Alan moved to block the scalawag behind him.

“It can be hard to witness, but this is real America,” said Alan, gesturing toward Daniel with exaggerated pity. “Passionate. Concerned. This is a Real-Life Dairy Farmer telling you all—no, telling America—that less is always more. And milk is both these things! Less additives. Less hormones. Less sugar. Less bullshit. Soy milk is mostly made of oxalates, which can lead to kidney stones. Oat milk tastes like construction paper that’s been soaking overnight. Almond milk? It takes fifteen gallons of water to turn those suckers into half a glass of liquid. Milk is the pared-down, timeless, minimalist equivalent of going back to basics . . . and getting so much more.”

Goddammit. That was not the pitch! Alan was working so hard to soften Daniel’s words that he’d made it sound like O+A was pitching a pulseless tagline with zero mouthfeel, Less is always more. How was he going to right this? How could he get Daniel hauled offstage without it looking like control had shat the bed? And how was he going to veer from this message of simplicity to the actual pitch that they’d prepared, which positioned milk as food? Should he call security? Use that fucking bagel as a gag?

“Exactly,” said Daniel, who stepped out from behind him. “Less really is more.” For one dumb second, Alan thought they’d course corrected. “So get off the hamster wheel!” Nope, thought Alan, heartburn searing through him. The course was incorrect.

“You got us into this mess,” Daniel continued, pointing at the executives in the room, some of whom were Alan’s colleagues. “This mess of more, more, more. If you keep on telling people that what they have isn’t enough, that the version they have is outdated, that they’re always gonna need better, faster, different, then—”

“Alan?” said Kenneth, giving him a look that said THIRD-QUARTER EARNINGS. But Kenneth didn’t get up to help him. Alan couldn’t very well tackle this redwood without assistance. His mind was reeling for a way to save the pitch. In desperation, he grabbed Daniel’s arm again, but hard.

“The Colombian writer Gabriel García Márquez has a seminal line in one of his novels,” continued Daniel, ignoring Alan’s clasp. “Apártense, vacas, que la vida es corta.”

In the front row, Austin, the CFO of US Dairy, made his large self even larger. “Son,” he said gruffly, “in this room, we speak American.”

“Cease, cows, life is short.”

“Well, this is a waste of a Thursday,” said the marketing director, sheathing his laptop.

“It is a waste,” said Daniel in a quantifiable shout, wrenching his arm away from Alan. “Ours is the most wasteful culture to ever foul the planet! And advertising’s to blame! You all don’t deserve our milk! You’re just a bunch of sheep!”

The room went stone-cold silent. The marketing director looked at Brendan. Who then looked at Alan. But Alan was looking inside himself, where unemployment bloomed.

“Wow,” said copywriter Zach, staring at the partially eaten bagel that Alan had thrown his way.

“You are so attractive,” whispered Sylvie, but too loud.

“None of us, and I speak for all of us,” said the marketing director, whom Alan wished Brendan would override, “came here to be insulted.”

“No, no, no,” said Alan, leaping to the door when he saw that people were gathering their things. “Again, it’s just a ‘less’ message—less being more, more being milk! Milk is the new protein! Milk, it’s the new kale! Does milk have more nutrients and minerals than every nut milk combined?” Alan asked, blocking the marketing director, who was reaching for the doorknob. “Has milk stayed consistently under six dollars while eggs are nearly double that?” He could feel sweat dribbling down into his belly button. He should have worn an undershirt. “Does milk have the great big dream of America on its side? Yes. Yes to feeling full throughout the day in your brain and in your heart. Yes to giving your family a product you can trust that’s based on centuries of agricultural artistry and know-how. Yes to going back to basics. Yes, milk.”

Alan paused. They still had a chance here. The blowhard marketing director hadn’t left the room yet, but that was mostly because Alan was standing in front of the only exit. Behind them, CEO Brendan was picking something from his teeth, apparently uninterested in turning things around for a man he used to work with. For his part, Kenneth looked like he was entering anaphylactic shock.

“You know what?” said the marketing director, whom Alan had heard quite enough from, thank you very much. “Yes, milk isn’t bad. But we don’t have a lot of time, and we prefer people who don’t waste it. Gentlemen?” he said. And then he left the room.

God freaking dammit, went the voices in Alan’s head. There would be no tenth Lion for Alan. No trip to southern France. There would be no swimming pool for Vivian. Alan could see the headline: “Got Milk? Orris + Anderson Doesn’t!”

The dairy executives started leaving. Pitch day was speed dating, and Orris + Anderson’s time was up, not because of “hard outs” but because some fucking anarchist who wasn’t even supposed to be there had just exploded Alan’s life.

Daniel was supposed to be Tucker! Hardworking, stooped of shoulder, right leaning in his values, a real child at heart! There had been a contract! Docusigned by all parties, delivered, filed by Jacquelyn. And the contract did not include an anti-capitalist disparaging the entire industry of advertising to a room of marketing execs! Dear God! Dear someone up in heaven! Had Alan stayed religious, he would have gotten down on his knees and prayed to undo this mess.

In the absence of religion, he’d lawyer up instead. But what would that solve, really? In the time it took O+A to litigate against Greenacres, US Dairy would have chosen another agency to spearhead their campaign.

CEO Brendan was the last one to leave the presentation room. At the door, he lobbed Alan a bewildered “Thanks for coming,” to which Alan returned a useless “I’ll be in touch.” Once Brendan was out of sight, Alan marched up to Daniel and knocked the cowboy hat from his profanely attractive head.
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JACQUELYN—NO, Alan was going with “Jackie” now, given that they’d experienced a mutual trauma—must have sent an abort mission message to their driver, because Eddy was idling at the curb an hour ahead of schedule. As further proof of her good sense, once she got in next to the driver, she turned around and raised the privacy screen so Alan could be alone with the man he was deciding whether or not to kill in the back seat.

“You just lost us the fucking account, you idiot! Fourteen million dollars. You just lost it for us! What in the fuck kind of agenda do you have? Get Tucker on the phone!” He banged on the glass.

Daniel extended one of his denim-clad legs over the other as Alan’s words descended but did no sinking in. If the shithead felt remorse, he wasn’t showing it. If anything, Daniel looked more relaxed and handsome than he had before ruining Alan’s life.

“That was good work we did in there,” said Daniel, removing a toothpick from his shirt pocket. “Exceptionally important. I’m grateful for the opportunity,” he said, meeting Alan’s eyes. “Truly.”

“You were here to support US Dairy, not to sabotage it, you fucking moron!” Alan shouted. “Who in the hell are you? Why’d they even send you? Is Greenacres a cult?”

Nobody’s answering, Jackie mouthed through the glass while shaking her head, her ear still to her phone.

“I can’t believe this happened!” said Alan, fists balled, heart tight, stomach diarrhetic. “Tell me it’s a nightmare! Oh God! Oh, Jesus Christ!”

Jackie turned to face the road again. That was it. Alan had lost it. He had actual tears welling in his eyes.

“I don’t think you understand,” moaned Alan. “That was the pitch of my career.”

“And I don’t think you understand,” said Daniel, “the time and quality of life that we just bought our people and our cows.”

“Our people?” said Alan. “You live in Wisconsin. You’re whiter than skim milk. And the advertising you hate so much? It’s how I support my people, all my employees—”

“I’m gonna let you in on something,” said Daniel, removing the toothpick from his mouth. “The guys who want milk sales to shoot back up again? They’ve never milked a cow. They don’t live near our farms. Things are manageable right now. Comfortable. Not just for the farmers, mind you. For people in general. ‘Just fine’ is home sweet home! You know what happens when you charge past all that sweetness?”

“Profit,” Alan said.

“No, actually, it’s loss,” said Daniel, the toothpick filling the car with its mint scent. “Was it you all that did that soy milk campaign a few years back?”

“What?” asked Alan, confusion screwing his face. “No. That was Ogilvy. We don’t do alt dairy. You can’t even pitch US Dairy if you’ve helped alternative milks before. It’s an eligibility requirement.”

“Yeah?” said Daniel, momentarily impressed. “That’s cool. Well, whoever was responsible, it effed everything up, excuse my language. People converted to soy too quickly. Messed up the local water supply.”

“We had nothing to do with soy milk,” Alan repeated. “As I said.”

Daniel rolled his toothpick to a new part of his mouth. “All that notwithstanding, man, people have to learn to leave well enough alone. The world would be a happier place if we stopped at fine, you know? If people simplified.”

Alan wasn’t out of pitch mode yet. With a broken heart, he realized that that tagline might have worked. Milk: It’s right there in front of you. Milk: the simple choice.

“You know what’s simple? What makes things really simple?” Alan said to his demolisher. “Money. If you hadn’t gone rogue back there, you’d have earned some major cash. Bet that would have simplified things, no? What are you, twenty-six?”

“Not really,” Daniel responded, though Alan wasn’t sure to what. “It just would have complicated things. Poisoned my mission.”

“And what mission is that?”

“To live honorably. To live with just enough. Listen to me, Dennis . . .”

“What?” said Alan. “It’s Alan.”

“Listen to me, Alan,” said Daniel, crossing his legs the other way. “Did you know that in the era of steamships, cattle were brought aboard so passengers could have fresh milk during their journey? That’s how vital milk was. How necessary, how needed.”

“And wouldn’t that have been a nice factoid to bring up to US fucking Dairy instead of talking with your mouth full and blasting my profession?”

“In order to appreciate things,” Daniel continued, “you need space and time and silence. If your life’s all crammed with nonsense, you can’t see what you’ve got.”

“Oh, I can see what I’ve got all right,” said Alan. “Thanks to you I have a shitstorm.”

Furious, Alan glared outside the window as they passed endless apartment buildings spiraling into the sky. His eyes glazed on the satellite dishes and air-conditioning units and bikes kept on rickety balconies choked by fumes from East River Drive. Once Alan got to the office, he could make a call. He could pitch the dairy team virtually. He could pitch them on the phone. He could proffer madness on the part of Daniel, economic instability, a brief psychotic break—it was so hard for Generation Z with the uncertainty and unemployment the youngsters had to face. That Daniel’s outrageous behavior was exactly the reason why US Dairy needed O+A to crush alternative milks.

“I’ve been trying all my life to tell people, the right people, that advertising’s gotta stop,” said Daniel, who was—unbelievably—touching Alan’s hand. “I’m indebted to you. Thanks.”

“You sure as hell are indebted to us!” said Alan, yanking his hand back. “Because we’re gonna sue your ass. Why in the hell would Tucker send you? He seemed like a balanced man. Why’d he send you here?”

“Aww, don’t punish Tucker. He didn’t know anything about this. The man was scared to fly! He’s a good guy, he just doesn’t get it.”

“Oh, I think he gets it, all right,” spat out Alan. “I think that Tucker has a wife and kids and dependents and retirement looming and he wanted to make an easy buck, and you’ve deprived him of that buck and more sales, fucking over everybody in your business, including your selfish, dumbass self.”

“Happiness takes sacrifice,” said Daniel. “So does global peace.”

“No,” said Alan. “It doesn’t. Happiness and peace require money. Which you’ve lost for every single person in this car.”

“It might feel like that now,” said Daniel, nodding. “But you’ll see. You’ll see what it feels like. When enough is just enough.”

“You keep saying that,” said Alan, who hated how Daniel said the word, “e-nuff,” with the emphasis in the wrong place. “And I couldn’t agree more.” Alan banged the glass. Eddy had pulled into one of the highway gas stations that charged a million bucks a gallon. “You go in the front. I’ve had enough back here. E-nuff, e-nuff, e-nuff. Jesus, this is like a nightmare that I’m never gonna wake from.”

“Oh, you’ll wake from it, all right,” said Daniel, his fingers on the door handle. “And when you do, you’ll thank me.”

The anarchist got out of the car to switch to the front seat. Did this terrible human even have a wallet? How had he boarded the plane, or had he just grasped one of the wings and held tight, like some demented, Midwestern, commie version of Tom Cruise?

Wordlessly, Jackie took Daniel’s place in the back seat. Equally silently, she presented Alan with a tin of breath mints, the disarming kind capable of ripping out your esophagus if you didn’t suck them with some water.

“No thanks,” said Alan. “I’m fine.”

“They’re actually weed gummies,” Jackie said, presenting the tin again.

He looked into her eyes. “Are they strong?”

“Very,” Jackie said.

Alan took two.
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Jillian

4h

Is it true there’s not going to be fireworks this year?

Bethany

4h

What? Why not?!

Trudy

4h

Who said anything about us not having fireworks?

Jillian

3h

Cause it’s been a dry summer’s what I heard. I guess the town of Byram’s canceling?

Alyson

3h

@Jillian I’m on the planning committee, and we are having fireworks. Can you not stir up shit?

Jillian

2h

WOW.

Marsha

2h

The annual Belleport Fireworks are only canceled in the case of lightning which is too far out for us to know if we will have or not.

Bethany

2h

No fireworks = I’ll set off my own

Bethany

2h

KIDDING Marsha. Kidding.

Marsha

1h

Thank you for the opportunity to remind people that personal fireworks are not only a violation of our housing laws in Belleport, but additionally, illegal. The only sanctioned fireworks display is at the Belleport Country Club, same as every year. Jillian your application for your Fourth of July displays is approved, by the way. Thank you.

Trudy

1h

Good job, Jilly.

Jillian

1h

Are you being sarcastic?

Trudy

1h

No. Congratulations.

Jillian

1h

I don’t know what you’re saying. Each of our eagles is hand carved and antique.

Trudy

1h

Maybe just don’t use real arrows in the display this year. That’s really tempting trouble.

Marsha

1h

Your application did not specify that the arrows behind the eagles would be actual arrows? Jillian, can you confirm? If this is true, we will have to modify our approval.

Jillian

1h

They’re real, but they are short.

Trudy

1h

An arrow is an arrow.

Bethany

1h

KNEW IT

Jillian

1h

I have been doing this historically accurate, antique and approved display for seven years, and *now* there is a problem?!

Marsha

1h

How about you come by the office with the arrows and we’ll measure their length.
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WITH ITS ROLLING hills and manicured estates, the drive to Sunny’s riding barn in Bedford was usually one that Vivian enjoyed, but that day, her skin itched with anxiety and angst. When Alan had returned home from New York grim faced, saying the pool thing wasn’t possible because he had lost dairy—end of discussion, don’t bring it up again—Vivian had comforted him excessively, feeding him compliments and carbs. He was her closer! They were all so proud of him. He’d win something big again. And then she’d gone upstairs to order the sculptural outdoor loungers in her online cart and the “terrazzo” white side tables to accompany them, along with two sets of malachite glassware and a travertine wall sconce, to calm her nervous system.

The pool was more than a “thing”; it had escalated to a build scheduled for the end of June. With the final Queen Anne dinners always held in August, this gave Vivian enough of a cushion, kind of, to mitigate any construction mishaps that might occur in June. How she was going to manage a tight, unpredictable timeline was less urgent a question than how she was going to hide the construction from a man who’d said “hell no” to the pool. Vivian could only hope that Alan would be flattered by her belief in him (she’d never thought he’d lose?) or, barring that, that the summer would be hot. He’d applaud the finished product. Who didn’t love a pool?

She just had to keep on moving and manifesting abundance. According to a brief text Vivian had received from Whitby before she took off for the Adirondacks to handle “zoning drama,” official seeding activities would kick off in a week and run until each seedling had thrown their final party. If worse came to worst and the pool dig went off schedule, there was always the front yard to throw the party in, or the house itself—Vivian couldn’t think through these logistics without visibly perspiring. (She added a Yeti Rambler™ Beverage Bucket in Cape Taupe to her order so she could cool down.)

No amount of thinking could undo her husband’s flop, so reluctantly Vivian gave in to the visual massage of Route 22 north. The daffodils and forsythia blazed yellow from the grass cushioning the rambling farmhouses that they passed. Normally, Vivian and Sunny would discuss their plans for that day’s lesson on the drive over, what Sunny’s goals were, where she thought she could improve, but on this day Sunny hadn’t wanted chitchat—only wanted to “look out at the trees” from the back seat, which she claimed she preferred to the passenger seat so she could have “more room.” More room for what? received no answer. (More room away from her, was likely what Sunny meant.) Vivian blamed the newfound vegetarianism for Sunny’s distant attitude—she’d have to bring home kale chips, broccoli? What else had iron in it? Or maybe Sunny was sad about her father. She’d always been an empathetic kid and could probably tell that Alan was wrecked about the dairy loss, even though he tried to hide it. When the time was right, Vivian would come clean about the pool. The girls would be delighted. The news would lift everyone’s spirits—including Alan’s. Imagining him bobbing in a chair float with a tumbler full of Riesling had her confident that he’d forgive her this trespass. Surely, he’d be grateful for her always walking a step ahead in life.

Vivian was ahead of Sunny too. Mama had an ace in the hole for her moody little cub: the Halo CX riding helmet from the “in” brand, Charles Owen. All winter long, Vivian had watched the sun bounce off the crescent inlay of silver and rhinestones that distinguished these helmets on the other young riders, while nothing glinted or reflected off Sunny’s serviceable velvet cap. Sunny wasn’t an effusive kid, but Vivian knew she’d appreciate how the gift proved that Vivian saw and heard her, heard her on such an intimate level that Sunny needn’t speak her needs. Vivian had sat on the blingy helmet for a while, mostly because the navy show jackets and bibbed show shirts had made a real financial dent, but she’d finally cracked. There was no good reason not to. Vivian remembered what it had felt like to yearn for things in Greystone, and thankfully, it wasn’t necessary for her girls to feel that shame.

At the barn, Vivian parked her car between the Range Rovers that the horse set favored and turned to face her daughter, still slumped against the window.

“I have a surprise for you!” She grinned.

“Oh?” said Sunny, pushing herself upright.

Vivian grabbed the telltale box from the front seat. The circular star eclipsing a moon, every horse girl knew the Charles Owen logo, and from the look on Sunny’s face when she handed the box over, Sunny was no exception. But when she opened it, it wasn’t joy that Vivian saw.

“Did I not get the color right?”

“No, it’s, um, really pretty.”

“I liked the rose gold, but all the girls have silver. Shoot, did you want gold?”

“No, Mommy, it’s . . . it’s the right one, thanks.”

“But what?” said Vivian, chewing on her lip. “You don’t like it?”

“No, I said I do!” said Sunny, removing the helmet from the box. “It’s just, maybe we can give it to another rider?”

“Another rider, what? Do you know what that thing cost?”

Sunny replaced it in the box. “No, ’cause it’s just that . . . well . . .”

Vivian’s chest felt tight.

“What is it? You can tell me. Are you having problems with the barn? We can change if you’re not happy.” Vivian forced a smile to make this statement sound true, although it wasn’t. Meadowbrook was at the top end of their budget; it was where the best girls went.

“No,” said Sunny, blushing. “Marlo loves it here. Everything is fine.”

“It doesn’t sound fine. You want me to return the helmet?”

Sunny looked at her with a pained face. “Maybe?”

“You’re not serious.”

“Okay, then never mind! Jeez!”

Sunny never snapped at her like this; it was Bailey who did sass.

“Anyway, I have to go,” said Sunny, her tone regular again. “Marlo’s still shedding, so it takes a while to groom him. I’ll get in trouble if I’m late.”

And with that, her girl was out the door to join the other fine-boned daughters of the tristate’s upper crust. Vivian sat in the car awhile, dejected and confused. Sunny didn’t like the helmet? What detail had she missed? Should she have gone with diamanté? It was so hard to tell!

After breathing through her frustration as Tawny Grover recommended, Vivian exited the car—the grassy waft of horses steadying her nerves. Vivian worked hard to play the part of someone for whom boarding barns and thoroughbreds had always been her normal, but the truth was that each barn trip was a portal to another world. The peaceful chomping of the horses, their elegant tails swishing at the flies, the size and softness of their big horse eyes . . . it took Vivian away from the hustle and bustle of her Belleport life. The barn was an escapeway. An enchanted place. Plus, the cell phone service was terrible. Another bright relief.

On her way into the stable, Vivian passed the curved backs of preteens picking manure from their horses’ feet. Up close, Vivian found horses intimidating, but she hoped no one could tell. She was jealous of the riders, and this she hid as well. Sometimes, when Vivian saw her daughter push her thousand-pound warmblood forward with her tiny legs, she felt like Sunny wasn’t hers. How had she created a child who was at once discreet and fearless? Imaginative but level-headed? Young but so mature? She’d gotten lucky. She’d gotten lucky with her younger daughter. It felt so good—and simple—to be so proud of her.

Vivian continued through a second aisle to the abandoned viewing room she watched the lessons from. When Sunny had first arrived at Meadowbrook, Vivian had watched the Saturday group lessons with the barn moms just outside the indoor ring, but Vivian was too nervous an observer to keep her spot in that circle. When the riders approached jumps, she squealed; when they knocked a pole down, she gasped. When one of the mothers told Vivian that her anxiety was negatively influencing the horses, that was it—Vivian exiled herself to the dusty viewing room where she alternated between pressing her face to the plexiglass window when it was her daughter’s turn to jump and scrolling Pinterest boards of pool designs that took ages to load.

That day, she must have gotten the ratio of window time to cell phone time wrong, because suddenly Sunny’s instructor, Casey, was at the door, her pink sweatshirt bearing the barn name, Meadowbrook, her hair in a ponytail that had given up the battle against pollen and hay.

Vivian had always liked Casey. She seemed to care about the kids she taught, plus she didn’t let the girls behave like princesses, the way they did at other barns. Not only did Sunny have to groom her horse before and after she rode, she had to polish her bridle and her saddle each time she had a lesson. Casey was a no-nonsense person with dirt under her fingernails who usually made Vivian feel calm and adequate. But the energy coming off Casey didn’t make Vivian feel adequate that day.

“Hey there,” said Casey. “I hoped I’d find you here.”

“Oh,” said Vivian, standing from the dusty sofa she’d been lounging on. “Is everything okay?”

“Well, actually,” said Casey, tugging at her sweatshirt, “that’s what I wanted to talk about. Sit?”

Vivian felt nauseous. This would be about the animals. The talking to them, the protection of them, a preoccupation bordering on an obsession. Vivian couldn’t stand that Casey had seen how overboard her daughter was. Susannah “Sunny” Anderson was supposed to be her golden girl.

“Did she do something wrong?” asked Vivian, gritting her teeth.

“No, no,” said Casey, leaning forward. “We love Sunny. We all love Sunny. And of course, Marlo’s such a goof. It’s just that—well, it’s something she’s been saying, actually. To the other girls?”

“Oh?” said Vivian, her stomach tied in knots.

“She’s been telling the other riders that the horses don’t want them on their backs.”

Vivian tipped her head. “I’m sorry?”

“She’s getting kind of vocal about horses not wanting to be ridden.”

“I’m sorry?” repeated Vivian, even though she’d heard Casey loudly and clearly state exactly what she’d feared. Vivian needed to protect the Anderson name at Meadowbrook. She decided to play dumb. “Is this . . . chiropractic?” Vivian suggested. “Is something wrong with Marlo’s back?”

“No, that’s the thing, see. Our horses have chiro monthly. Nobody’s lame. Nobody’s injured. She’s just . . . well, this is awkward, actually. She says she talks to them? And they, well, you know. They talk back.”

Vivian was sweating.

“And she’s been telling people this?”

“Yeah. Which,” said Casey, searching for her words, “we have a barn full of horse girls. This kind of magical thinking, it isn’t that unusual. But it’s getting a little disruptive. She wants to ride Marlo bareback. She’s reluctant to use tack. Maybe, can you talk to her? Have you talked to her?”

“No, no, this is news to me!” said Vivian, who hadn’t found a way to talk to Sunny about her overactive imagination, because what mother wants to kill her daughter’s love of animals? “I’m mortified. I’m shocked.”

Casey smiled. “There’s nothing to be mortified about. Trust me. Half these girls think they actually are a horse. But it’s upsetting to the others. She just needs to cool it. That’s all. Like I said, we love having her here.”

“I’m sure it’s just a phase,” said Vivian, trying not to redden.

“Oh, absolutely,” said Casey. “I have no doubt about that. Let’s just focus on making sure she’s productive in our lessons, and we’ll keep on keeping on?”

“Of course, definitely. It won’t happen again.”

“It might,” said Casey, blithely. “For a lot of kids her age, make-believe is a coping mechanism. It gives them some control.”
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Some control over what, exactly? Vivian wanted to scream after this dressing down. Sunny’s life was perfect! And Sunny had been perfect! But now what: Sunny didn’t think that horses should be ridden, she didn’t want to ride? Riding was what she was there for, what both of them were there for. Vivian had spent months scouring reviews of local barns and studying photo galleries to gauge what the riders were wearing, what color horses the wealthy seemed to like. The group lessons and the horse shows; the grilled sandwiches after the ribbon ceremony from exactly the right place; the waterproof jacket with the barn logo that let everyone know what kind of person her Susannah was. Sunny couldn’t give up riding—boarding at Meadowbrook was as competitive as Harvard, an accomplishment to flaunt. What would Sunny have, exactly, if she didn’t have a horse? She didn’t like team sports, she didn’t play an instrument, she didn’t even eat meat anymore. Vivian had no backup plan—could Sunny start piano? And Jesus—Alan was going to hit the ceiling when he learned of Sunny’s new intentions. That the $6,000 custom saddle Vivian had insisted on last Christmas was useless because Sunny wanted to go bareback?

On the ride home, Sunny appeared blissfully unaware that her mother had just experienced a continental shift. She opted to sit in the back again and was staring out the window there as if she’d lost something in the woods.

“Hon?” said Vivian, trying to sound steady. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

“Hmm?” Sunny responded, her face a little flushed. “About what?”

“Is there an, um, has your relationship to riding changed? The way you feel about your horse? Casey said that you’ve been talking to some people, honey. Trying to get them not to ride?”

Sunny didn’t answer. This did not bode well.

“Sun-buns?” said Vivian.

“You’re just gonna get mad at me,” said Sunny, slouching in her seat. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

This was getting harder. If Sunny didn’t want to talk about it, that meant that there was something major that needed talking about.

“Well, sweetie, we’re going to have to talk about it because your instructor says it’s starting to, um, bother some of the other girls. You can’t go around telling people not to ride, sweetheart. You really can’t.”

“You should see the bits they ride in, Mommy. Full-cheek snaffles, gag bits . . . the horses, they don’t like it. The stuff they use is too harsh.”

“Well, I don’t know the lingo,” Vivian said, putting on her turn signal. “But you need that stuff to ride them, don’t you? And you love riding! We all love our Marlo.”

“I worship Marlo.”

“Worship, right. That’s good, honey. There’s nothing wrong with loving him, just . . . you have a horse to ride a horse. That’s what he is there for.”

Vivian looked in her rearview mirror and spotted something awful. Sunny was on the verge of tears. Manic energy, random leaping, bouts of excited singing were all things Sunny was prone to, but crying she rarely did.

“Sunny-buns?”

“Can I just listen to my music, Mommy? I need some time to think.”

By the time they reached Belleport, Vivian had decided to coax a deeper conversation out of Sunny when they pulled up to their house. Preteens were impressionable; surely Sunny wouldn’t want the other girls to talk? The whole crow incident at school, and now the speaking for the horses? Maybe Sunny could write about her fondness for animals, channel her creativity, use her diary to share the things she needn’t say out loud? This plan was foiled when Vivian found her husband standing in the driveway with a brown box at his feet. Sunny took one look at her father’s expression and saw her opportunity. She threw open the car door, tossing out a “Hi, Dad,” before bounding up the porch steps, out of reach from the talk that Vivian had planned.

“You’re home!” Vivian said, rolling down the window as Alan approached the car. There was stuff all over the seats she needed to gather up. “No tennis today?”

“Would you like to tell me,” Alan started, extending his phone, “what the fuck this is?”

Vivian smoothed her hair back before reaching for the cell phone, hoping against hope for a laundry mishap. As part of her Waldorf education, Bailey was supposed to help with chores, but she wasn’t gifted at separating the colors from the whites.

But muddled laundry was not what Vivian saw. The photo on Alan’s phone was of the playhouse, the playhouse crammed with boxes for the pool that Alan had told her they couldn’t have.

“Right,” said Vivian, smiling. “Let me just get Sunny settled and I’ll—”

“We will talk about it now,” said Alan. “There’s nearly fifty boxes in there, Vivian. I counted: fifty. And it’s all shit for a pool!”

“Keep your voice down!” Vivian hushed him. “The neighbors!”

“The neighbors, my ass! What is all that crap? I never said yes to this! In fact, the only thing I said was no! And yet you’ve clearly been ordering this shit behind my back for months! Boxes and boxes for a pool we can’t—”

“I said keep your voice down!” hissed Vivian, furious. “I’m under review, Alan! I could be being watched!”

“Under review—” he said, with no change in his tone. “It’s your spending habits that should be under review! The entire playhouse is filled with crap you’ve had for months! Jesus, Viv. We were at the ‘thinking’ stage, but you ramped that up to—”

“Yes, because we need it!” Vivian hollered, throwing caution to the wind. “The girls, they need this pool! Sunny—Sunny has developments! But what would you know about any of it; you’re barely around!”

“Well, I’m here now!” he yelled. “And all that shit is going back!”

“It’s not,” said Vivian. “The pool is happening.”

“It isn’t, and they are,” he answered. “I won’t have . . . all this waste!”

With that, Alan turned on the crunchy oyster mix the Shepards had made them put into their driveway. On his way into the house, he kicked the box that he’d brought out.

Once he was inside, Vivian repeated the breathing method she’d learned from Strive or Die: Inhale for five counts, block her breathing for five counts, exhale, block, and start again around a square. It was ridiculous, Alan’s reaction, and it wasn’t fair. To Alan, their daughters were real only when he was working on a product that had Gen Alpha as a target audience. Only then would Alan dialogue with them, listen, interact. Thank God the girls had Vivian, always looking down the line for what they needed to stand out. Honestly, aside from his salary, Alan barely did anything to help the girls succeed. Men got to be the rock, women the water that flowed around the rock, expanding, contracting, freezing in the winter. Goodbye to all that, frankly. That water was behind her. This summer, she would be the rock.

Vivian turned to collect whatever refuse Sunny had dropped on the car floor during their journey—she was a garbage truck, was what Vivian was; someone who scurried behind her children, gathering their detritus—and saw that Sunny had left her new helmet on the seat. Well, that was something Vivian could return—a gesture, a concession. Sunny wouldn’t need it if she wasn’t going to ride.
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Whitby

4h

It’s *so* nice to be back! Now that I’m back back—had to scoot up to the Addies for a few days for this suuuuuuper exciting project we have underway;)—I wanted to pop in to say how grateful and blessed I feel to be back in our true home! Don’t we just live in one of the most stunning places in the world?? Obviously, we all want to keep our Belleport beautiful, so let’s remember that the bylaws prohibit participation—of any level—in No Mow May?;)

Bethany

4h

THANK YOU for saying something!!! Its insane how many people are bent on giving us all LIME

Trudy

4h

Lyme.

Bethany

4h

Forgot to say it’s so good to have you back!!! @Whitby

Dani

2h

Interestingly enough, increasing the amount of pollinators can decrease the prevalence of Lyme disease by nearly 40%.

Alyson

2h

@Dani just sent you a DM

Eleanor

2h

Sorry, does that include wildflower meadows?

Whitby

2h

What now?

Alyson

1h

@Eleanor just sent you a DM

Eleanor

1h

Cause I love wildflowers. What is a DM?
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MOST MONDAYS, ALAN charged into the office fueled by six hours of tennis and eight ounces of rib eye, ready to gnaw the fucking head off his work week, but that morning, he longed to stay in bed. He didn’t—of course he didn’t—but he wanted to. That troubled him. Plus, the front seat of his car was rolled into a supine position again. Alan had to have a talk with the women in his life. He needed a controlled home to balance the chaos his career had been thrown into thanks to a sixty-year-old farmer who wouldn’t call him back.

But control over the home front wasn’t something Alan had. On the drive to the office, he roiled through the emotions Vivian’s loot had stirred. Though his profession had him well-versed in consumer types—need based, impulse driven, bargain hunters—Alan was shocked, truly, to find himself confronted with the most inscrutable of archetypes: the retail-therapy-based shopper, the consumer who used shopping as an antidepressant.

It was inexcusable, this level of consumption. Alan could not unsee it, the greedy, materially scatological, superfluous cache of boxes he had found in his backyard. The problem wasn’t that Alan was behind the marketing of the things she’d purchased, the problem was he’d married someone who wanted everything. Was this Alan’s doing? It certainly was not! But dammit if Daniel’s yapping about excess wasn’t ringing through Alan’s weary head. Alan had to get to work and fix things: He had no room for doubt. But knowing that the playhouse was behind him, stuffed to the roof with plastic objects, left him filled with shame.

On top of everything, Mondays were “new business breakfasts,” a pitching tradition Kenneth had started during the pandemic and, regrettably, hadn’t stopped. The weekly occurrence cost the company a small fortune in artisanal doughnuts because apparently no one under thirty-five could function without upscale carbohydrates. Alan’s director of new business was a Kenneth recruit—a favor to a family friend—and the errors of that favor shone bright on Monday mornings.

On his way to the conference room, Alan stopped at Jacquelyn’s desk. The weekend had provided a buffer between the present moment and the one when they’d taken edibles together in the back of the town car, along with questions of legality, so he’d gone back to using her full name again.

“Still nothing?” Alan asked, rapping his knuckles on a stack of printouts.

“Nothing,” Jacquelyn said in reference to the quest he’d tasked her with, which was getting Tucker on the phone. “I’ve left”—she checked a Post-it to her side—“eleven messages.”

“Well,” said Alan, whose aggravation over his wife’s shopping addiction was now compounded by the chagrin of farmers mocking him. “The weekend’s over. Keep trying,” he insisted, before marching to the conference room to eat expensive carbs.
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“Who’s ready to chomp on some new business!!” This was how the new business director, Shawn, opened every Monday salvo, and it made Alan violent.

“Actually, the real question is, who’s ready to drink new biz!?” Shawn raised his water bottle. Alan tried to recall the DNA link that had gotten this bozo a W-2. Was he Kenneth’s idiot godson? Nephew, was that it?

On the overhead projector, a photo showed a diverse array of young adults in neon clothing drinking tea on someone’s rug.

“With the rising interest in sobriety and sober-adjacent lifestyles,” said Shawn, pointing at the image in case they couldn’t see it, “mocktails and nonalcoholic beverages are occupying thirty percent of the market share, which is why we feel that wine that doesn’t have any wine in it is the next frontier.”

Hums and grunts were Shawn’s reward. Kenneth reached for a second doughnut.

“Currently, there’s not a lot of legitimate players in the alcohol-free wine space. Competition is in hard seltzers and mixed cocktails, like margaritas and piña coladas.” Shawn paused for comments. There were none. “With the launch of non-wine wines, our target client, Zero Vintage, plans to expand into the area of wine spritzers, which will lend itself to brand expansions such as . . .”

As Shawn continued to drivel, Alan felt again the weight of what he’d lost at US Dairy: not just the professional loss but the personal one as well. There’d be no pulling out their passports. No trip to the South of France. No witty but heartfelt acceptance speech at the Cannes advertising ceremony, no hotel room with a balcony overlooking the Mediterranean: no breakfast of warm croissants and pink newspapers and coffee black as tar. Alan imagined himself brushing the croissant flakes from his chest hair, Vivian looking up at him, enraptured, his wife having accepted the unarguable superiority of the ocean to a pool. If Alan could just get Tucker on the phone, accept the farmer’s apology, hear that Daniel had suffered a cerebral hemorrhage—may he rest in peace—there was a chance still, was there not? Of winning dairy back?

“Would you not agree?”

Alan bristled, not ready to let go of southern France. But his daydream was sullied. Now, when he looked out at the glistening Mediterranean, Daniel was seated next to him, eating room service in a loincloth. You ordered just enough, Alan, he said, chewing Alan’s breakfast. I’m so glad you didn’t order MORE.

“Don’t you agree that it’s a game changer?” repeated Shawn.

Alan prepared himself to point out what a ding-dong Shawn was being, but found he lacked the will. What a stupid proposition, not to mention a provocative one, this Zero Vintage nonsense. Wine that wasn’t wine would piss off the wine-making countries that O+A worked with or hoped to work with in the future. It was a stupid business move. And who wanted wine that had no wine in it? Why not just drink grape juice? Or seltzer with some syrup in it, the trend from a few years back. Now everybody and their mother had roll carts filled with bitters that they didn’t know what to do with. It was utterly exhausting, being American.

“I like the brand name,” Alan allowed. “Provocative.” He nodded to convince the team of the one thing that was true.

“We have intel that Publicis won’t be pitching.” Shawn smirked, as if this were a good thing. But it wasn’t a good thing! If Publicis wasn’t gunning for this client, it was because they didn’t have the bandwidth, which could only mean one disgusting, defeating, devastating thing.

“Do you guys have any ideas, any conceptions off the bat?” Shawn asked the room, his face heated with excitement. Little brought this fellow more joy than a plural abstract noun. Perceptions. Innovations. Conceptions. He was a suffix guy.

Have you ever considered the long-term impacts of what you’re doing? Of telling people that what they have is not enough? was a conception that popped now, unwelcome, into Alan’s mind. Advertising has made a monster out of people, and the monster’s killing us. Alan ate a second doughnut to squash out Daniel’s voice.

After the meeting, where Alan heard a zombie version of himself agree to green-light Zero Vintage, he was supposed to research competitors in the non-wine wine space so he could gauge what they were up against, but he couldn’t get it up for this potential new client. Wine that had no wine in it. Zero vintage, indeed. The weeks ahead of Alan—the market research, the focus groups with “mindful drinkers” in luxury sweatpants, the taglines and the edits—it made him want to hide out in the building’s boiler room with the superintendent, urinate in a pan, forget the warmth of sunshine on his defeated face. After months of feeling charged up and unstoppable, Alan was hopeless. And worse still: insecure.

When Alan thought back on his altercation with Daniel, he couldn’t even pinpoint what the guy had said exactly that stirred up this new doubt. There’d been the weird thing about cows, sure, the thing he’d said in Spanish. But that wasn’t it. Daniel had treated him and his colleagues as carpetbaggers, peddlers of upgrades. It was disconcerting, the creeping realization that there might be something to this, that maybe Alan had been selling for the sake of sales alone.

Alan had been in the advertising business in one way or another for nearly three decades. But when was the last time he’d worked on an honest innovation? Something truly original that answered needs and lessened burdens instead of replacing one problem with another and requiring consumers to change their power cords? A knock on his office door pulled him from this spiral.

“Alan?” Jacquelyn’s face filled the gap between the door and doorjamb. “I’ve got that line you asked me for,” she said, walking in to hand him an envelope.

“Line?” said Alan, thinking for a fleeting moment that she was offering him stimulants instead of psychoactives.

“The line from the Gabriel García Márquez novel? About the cows?”

“Oh yes, yes,” said Alan, although he’d forgotten that he’d asked her for it.

“And I’ve got Tucker on the line for you.” She motioned to his phone.

“Tucker?” he said. “Jesus, you think you could have led with that?”

“I thought you might want to make him wait,” she said with a sly smile.

She wasn’t wrong. Alan looked out his massive window at the city that once was only fields. He counted down from ten.

“Tucker!” Alan shouted into the telephone, when he got to zero. “WOW.”

“Good morning,” Tucker said. “Sorry that it’s been a while! We had a couple prolapsed rectums in our spring heifers that really—”

“Tucker, my office has been trying to reach you for days.”

“And I’m real sorry ’bout that,” Tucker said. “Like I said, what with the rectums. That’s why I’m calling you now. How’d it go with Daniel? I figured you wouldn’t mind the switcheroo, what with him being young.”

“Tucker,” Alan said, his hand on his forehead. “Do you not know?”

“Know?”

“You sent us a renegade! You sent us a communist! He lost us the account!”

“Well now,” said Tucker, coughing. “Aww heck, did he get up to something? He promised that he wouldn’t! It’s just I hate to fly. And my wife had a bad feeling on that morning, ’cause there was all this wind.”

“He cost us a fourteen-million-dollar account! He insulted US Dairy! He insulted advertising! He said you all don’t even want to sell any more milk. He was on a mission! The man needs to be fired. Why in the world would you think it was a good idea to send an anti-capitalist here? That man’s a fucking menace!”

“Now, I don’t think we need to be bringing language into this,” said Tucker. “He’s just real brave and all.”

“Brave? I’ll show you brave! That contract was for you, Tucker. You. Not Che Guevara.”

“Huh?”

“Listen,” said Alan, exasperated. “I need to speak to Daniel. We need closure. Something from his doctor, even. Low blood pressure. Diabetes. We’ll say it was a breakdown. My team, they need to hear it. This was a huge loss, and extremely offensive to some very important clients.”

“Oh, I don’t think that Daniel has any trouble with that stuff. In fact, it was my diabetes that made my old lady worried about the flight . . .”

“I think we’re missing the point here. Can you put him on the line?”

“I wish I could, Alan. I understand the situation now and I’m real sorry to hear it. But he’s not in today.”

Alan looked at his wristwatch. “Tomorrow, then. What time does he get in?”

“Well, that’s the funny thing,” said Tucker. “We haven’t actually seen him since he headed to New York.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us that?” yelled Alan, wondering what was happening in Wisconsin. Was there something in the water? Something in the milk?

“He’s not exactly on a schedule here,” answered Tucker. “He helps out when he can.”

“Haven’t you called him?”

“Well now, I can’t do that, ’cause he don’t have a phone.”

“Of course he doesn’t!” Alan shouted. “Why would he have a phone! Does he have a carrier pigeon, maybe? Put a message on its talons? You must know where he lives?”

“Come again? I don’t think this connection is real good.”

Alan balled a fist.

“We had a contract, Tucker. A contract. You had an obligation.”

“I understand that,” the man answered. “And we sent someone along.”

Alan smacked his forehead. “If you order a cow from someone, Tucker, and you’re presented with a carpet?”

Alan waited for an answer, but Tucker didn’t follow.

“What would you do?” Alan prompted.

“Well, I suppose I’d try to find out who the carpet was supposed to go to?”

“You know what?” Alan yelled. “Run your business into the ground for all I care, but don’t sabotage mine. Just have that asshole call me when he gets there. Am I being clear enough? I. Need. Daniel. To. Call. Me. When. He. Gets. In.”

Alan slammed the phone down. Irate. He was irate! He ripped open the envelope Jacquelyn had given him, hoping that it did contain cocaine. Instead, a square of paper fell out. It had two printed lines on it—the first one in Spanish, a language Jacquelyn spoke. The second line read, “Cease, cows, life is short.”

Well yes, life certainly was short. Short and baffling. Some people were content with a carpet when they had ordered a cow. Others let their employees free-range when they should have been in HR, reviewing termination paperwork. Just where was Daniel now? Was he still in New York City? Perhaps in custody with airport security for the crime of all those prayer beads? Had Daniel not existed? Was he a mirage? A notification from Alan’s cell phone guillotined his panic. A newswire had arrived. Publicis, their biggest competitor, the company that Alan had stolen John Deere away from, had just been awarded the US Dairy account. The winning tagline? Eat milk. The strategy? Positioning milk as a whole food instead of a beverage.

Alan looked to his office door. It was safely closed. He put his head down on his arms, rubbing his forehead against his shirtsleeves as if he had an itch. But he didn’t have an itch. Alan Anderson was going through it. He cried a little bit.
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ALAN LEFT THE office early, claiming he required the quiet of his home office to brainstorm branding directions for wine that had no wine in it, but really he needed air and distance from the words. Before the Daniel fiasco, Alan had been able to sell the daylight out of anything he was tasked with: hemorrhoid pads, frequent-flier credit cards, sneakers made from water bottles. Turning a human into a buyer necessitated whipping up a story with the right amount of guilt and blame baked in. But now Alan was feeling guilty about the formulaic way he’d written advertising copy, how frequently he lumped humans into groups based on their credit scores. He fucking hated guilt.

Interstate 95 was choked with ugly cars. And only one person in each of them—why was he observing this? Alan twisted the tuner knob to find a song to steady him but landed on a commercial instead; one of his favorite jingles. Home Depot’s How doers get more done started with a looped guitar riff and a syncopated drum, but when the shopper found their tile or their O-ring or whatever, the pitch rose and additional instruments kicked in.

It was a good ad—Alan liked its can-do attitude, but in terms of top-tier advertisements, Alan had three faves. In first place, there was the Reach out and touch someone campaign from AT&T. Alan had heard the naysaying, that the ads were schmaltzy, elitist even, but that was a bunch of hogwash. You try to create an emotional story arc that moves viewers to tears in thirty seconds; you go ahead and try it! The one where the homesick freshman, Robby, calls his family from college, showing off to his mother about the specific household noises that he knows like the back of his hand (“Sounds like Amy has a big night tonight! She always sings when she has a date”; “I think Dad’s going for his eight o’clock snack!”) until the mother, aware her son is deflecting by pointing out the rituals he hears in the background, delivers this zinger: “You’re not the only one in this family who can hear, you know.”

The other two ads that influenced Alan and forever won his admiration for the human mind’s potential? The simplicity of the Nike Just do it campaign, because honestly, sneakers aren’t like ice skates: You put them on and do it; and The man your man could smell like, the video campaign for Old Spice, which had single-handedly turned the rheumy grandfather of male body washes into a gender signifier by accusing women’s male partners of smelling like ladies. On day one of that campaign launch, the quirky videos had over six million views, and by day two, the Old Spice videos had eight of the top ten most-watched slots on all of YouTube. By week one, even pimpled teenagers were refusing to shower with their sisters’ Dove. That campaign changed the act of washing. It brought back the manly man.

Maybe the problem wasn’t with Alan’s profession but with the clients they took on. If only Shawn could get his mind out of his ass, hunt what no one wanted yet instead of what everybody had. If there was one area left in marketing with extractable value, it was global spirits. While affluent white Americans had embraced (and basically attempted to colonize) mezcal, they didn’t appear to know much about soju or pulque yet, or any of the other specialty beverages specific to whatever culture was waiting to be “discovered” around the world. But this direction had no legs—pulque couldn’t be exported. The fermentation process was so delicate, the beverage exploded if you tried to transport it. Alan had looked it up.

So beyond that, what? Sitting in the recently detailed leather of his car, Alan couldn’t think of a sector beyond niche spirits that hadn’t been squeezed to death for all that it was worth. The proof was in the entertainment industry: The radio played nothing but covers of old classics, Tracy Chapman’s “Fast Car” and Guns N’ Roses’ “Patience.” At the movies, it was one Marvel sequel after another. When Barbie was a success, the powers that be snapped up the movie rights to Polly Pocket, a toy that had been discontinued a decade earlier before being brought back from the dead. In home design, people previously used steps to get into a pool, but now there were “zero-entry” ramps on which people broke their necks. Pizza crust was made with cauliflower. Smoking had become vaping. Wine had no more wine in it. What in the world was left, honestly, to wring from the American dream? At this point in the 2000s, the dream had built up a lot of brand equity. Everyone knew what it looked like, what it smelled like. It looked like a modern farmhouse with a manic amount of shiplap. It smelled like piñon and rescue puppy breath. It had hair extensions and no visible laugh lines. The thing was—well, the realization that was growing inside of Alan in his sedan—he had played a hand in creating the American dreamscape of the twenty-first century. And it was kind of a nightmare?

Back at home, there were too many cars in Alan’s driveway for the quiet that he craved. This must be one of Vivian’s club things; his wife was being hazed. Alan considered working from the bar of the Belleport Country Club, but his garrulous neighbor Petey Peterson would probably be there. The man did far more day drinking than actual work.

When Alan reached his mudroom, the din of high-pitched voices and too-strong smell of perfume made him doubt his decision to choose home. The overwhelm was worsened by what Alan could make out of the women’s activity: They were cutting flowers in his kitchen. This was a disturbing sight considering that, number one, Alan had no desire to be social, and two, Vivian was weird about cut flowers—she found them kind of morbid, so they rarely had them in the house.

“Alan!” called Vivian as he stepped into sight. She had on one of the medieval-looking dresses she’d been wearing as of late, with complicated corsetry and strings hanging about. Her tone was welcoming; her eyes were not. “Well, this is a surprise!”

Vivian kissed his cheek for the benefit of those watching. “Why’re you home so early?” she hissed, dragging him back toward the front door. “I’ve got an Anne thing happening. Why aren’t you at work?”

“You might have mentioned that?” said Alan. “I need a place to think.”

“They don’t give you any warning!” She forced him back into the mudroom. “You find out something’s happening like two hours before. And you’re never home this early.”

Alan sighed. He never was home early. He hadn’t been in years. “I’ll go to my study,” he offered. “You won’t know I’m here.”

Vivian considered this. “I’m sorry that you’re stressed, hon,” she said, with kinder eyes. “You want a sunrise? Today’s signature drink? They’re actually really good.”

Alan put his briefcase beside a bulging sheath that housed a musical instrument. What instrument? Which of his girls played what?

“I thought you didn’t like flowers?” Alan asked.

“Shhh,” Vivian warned, a finger to her lips. “Not a word about it.”

“If you say so,” he answered after too long a pause. He wasn’t feeling right; he must have caught something at work. He just couldn’t stay grounded, couldn’t stay consistent in his convictions and emotions. “Do we have any Márquez?” He rubbed a tired eye.

“Tequila?” Vivian asked. “You want tequila in your drink?”

“It’s a novel,” Alan said. “He’s a novelist.”

“Oh,” said Vivian, blushing. “Well, I wouldn’t know about that. Maybe try a nap instead of working? You look a little peaked.”

As Vivian and his daughters knew, Alan didn’t nap. Once he was up in his study, however, he did think he could fall asleep, maybe forever? What was happening to him? Alan was feeling feverish, feverish and disjointed. His head was separating from his shoulders; his feet weren’t on the ground. The cows they were a-ceasing, the ceasing of the cows. Maybe mad cow was what he had, had he eaten cow meat? Alan wouldn’t put it past Daniel to give madness to the animals, madness to the men.







16

BEFORE LEAVING SERAFINA’S car for the reality in which Whitby was her regnant, Vivian had inquired how the seeding worked. Would they get a program of the various tutorials? Where were the drink-mixing and hat-choosing and tablescaping lessons held? Even though Serafina had answered that the system was purposeful chaos with the information for each event coming in last minute to keep seedlings on their toes, Vivian fully expected to receive a calendar of some sort after the initiation. A spreadsheet, something. And yet, with every passing hour, the only thing that Vivian received was the feeling that she’d dreamed the whole thing up. When an entire week went by after the lighthouse initiation and then the weekend threatened to become another brand-new week, Vivian compulsively checked her phone for proof of life from Whitby. Surely there would be an official check-in before they kicked things off? But as it turned out, no. On Monday, May 6, Vivian got a terrifying message from her guiding queen.


SURPRISE! The first Seeding activity is taking place at *your* house today at 3pm!!



Smack-dab in the middle of school pickup, naturally. Serafina had clarified the point of this during their huddle in her car: The Queen Annes were women who rose to all occasions, despite the corporeal complications of being in two places at one time. Vivian didn’t need to read the rest of the text to know what the activity was: She felt it in her bowels.

Floriculture was the one Connecticut tradition that Vivian had not been able to embrace. Cigarette pants instead of khakis, perfume instead of body wash, fresh fruit instead of veggie platters, these customs she’d adopted, but she didn’t do cut flowers. She hated the look—and smell—of sodden stems in water, a sight evoking the clutter of her mother’s narrow kitchen, the sop of her brother’s cereal in a bowl of aging milk, the general funk and desperation of their Greystone home. Her mom, she did like flowers—but because Vivian’s father never presented any on his increasingly rare visits, Gretchen made do with dandelions and lilies of the valley whose heads would collapse over the coffee mugs and Tupperware she put them in. There they’d remain on the kitchen windowsill in a prolonged state of embalmment until Vivian got the nerve to throw them in the trash.

The whole tradition of flower giving was a loaded topic (why gift someone with something that’s actively dying?), but Vivian couldn’t let her aversion show. Vivian—always a stagehand, never the actress—would have to do some Oscar-worthy acting that afternoon.

As luck would have it, the cleaners had come recently, so the house was spotless, or at least the downstairs was, and the girls were sorted. Vivian had sent word for Sunny to go to study hall, but for Bailey, whose school believed in fresh air over indoor work, the sole option was outdoor ed, which Bailey would give Vivian hell for.

Hell would have to wait. Vivian had ample snacks prepared and a jug of Whitby’s favorite drink, which Serafina had tipped her off about, her only generosity since their adieu in the car. Called “sunrises,” they consisted of iced black tea and fresh orange juice. The color was horrendous, but the taste was pretty good. All that remained was the improvement of Vivian’s person, a task rendered difficult by the disappearance of yet another grooming tool: the golden face massager that gave her skin a dewy glow.

While Vivian preened and prepped, she worked through a PSF for the afternoon (the personal success formula that Tawny Grover insisted her strivers concoct for high-stakes moments). Graciousness, curiosity, humility, and observation were the behaviors Vivian had decided on emitting. She was not going to let her life goals be decimated by a bunch of stupid flowers. She would rise to this occasion, rise so high she’d tower over her competitors.

Whitby arrived early in a flutter of eyelet fabric that Vivian thought you had to wait for Memorial Day to wear, her arms laden with vases that Vivian should have helped her carry in. But Vivian gained points back when Whitby saw the glass pitcher on the counter filled with tannic liquid.

“Sunrises?” Whitby pointed, one brow arched.

“Um, yes!” said Vivian. “Aren’t they the best?”

“They are the best,” said Whitby, pushing the vases aside to pour herself a glass. “This Serafina’s doing?”

Vivian fanned through the possible answers to this. Uncharacteristically, she went with honesty. “Yes?”

But Whitby smiled. “I like that. I like that very much. God, how I have missed these. You know what they serve in Canada? Either warm milk or cold beer. I’m barely kidding. Wait.” She looked around her. “Do you not have mint?”

On the scorecard that Vivian was keeping in her mind, she knocked herself down five points. Buy basil. Buy mint. Buy all the fucking herbs.

Mintless drink in hand, Whitby swished to the French doors giving on to the backyard. “I just love how you’ve made this place your own,” she cooed. “What would you call all this, traditional coastal?”

Vivian’s heart soared to the scallop-colored ceiling. “Traditional Coastal” was the name of the Pinterest board she’d created for her house. But Whitby was still talking.

“And your backyard is so ample! I’m so glad to see it shipshape. The Deltours used to let their dachshunds shit all over the yard. And—oh my God, Viv, you have the Fantasia Federal!” Whitby squealed. “That playhouse has the longest waiting list! We got Amber the Marshmallow Manor for her birthday. How much did they charge you to add that custom porch?”

It wasn’t like the upper crust to talk about money so directly, so the question threw her.

“Oh, actually,” said Vivian, “it was here when we moved in?”

“O-h,” said Whitby, looking disappointed. “Well, didn’t you make out! That model’s a hot ticket. I’m surprised they left it here.”

The doorbell provided a timely exit from this conversation—the last thing Vivian needed was Whitby wanting a tour of the play home, stuffed as it was with the boxes that Alan was so sore about. At the door, the formidable Margaret Mitchell needed help unloading the flowers and extra vases that she’d be teaching with, and soon the other seedlings and their regnants arrived in flowy clothes and sweet perfume. All the women air-kissed except for Serafina and Whitby, who assumed their positions around the counter with a palpable chill.

With her gardening shears brandished and her husky voice made huskier by a cigarette habit rumor claimed she still indulged, that day’s teacher was every inch the power matriarch the town celebrated her as. Trustee of the country club, chair of the Belleport Historical Society, benefactor for the local library, Margaret Mitchell also owned a lot of land. The gardens of her various homes (Connecticut and Massachusetts plus a five-bedroom “shack” on Prince Edward Island) made the covers of notable lifestyle magazines each year. Hanging, walled, kitchen, perennial: Vivian hadn’t known a garden spawned so many breeds.

“Greetings, queens and maybe queens,” Margaret began in her deep and patrician Connecticut accent. “I’m sorry to have missed you at the kickoff—septic emergency on the Vineyard, I’m afraid to say. But what a pleasure, truly, to lead you through what is arguably one of the most important topics of our time.” She snipped her shears for flourish. “Hydrangeas are a quintessential part of the New England lifestyle, but recently, right here in Belleport”—she recoiled in dread from whatever she was imagining—“things are getting out of hand. People scorching them with sunshine, pruning them in the fall—the horrors never cease!” A shudder ran through her portly frame. “This essential flower deserves the royal treatment—and updated scholarship, as well. Understanding not only which flowers are appropriate for which occasion, but what a given flower represents historically is step one for a Queen Anne. Thusly, today we’ll be learning about the etymology of hydrangeas, and also how to prune and vase them to their full effect.”

Margaret cleared her throat and boomed a little louder: “How many times have you passed a hydrangea and thought, ‘How lovely!’ without pondering the history behind this buxom beauty?”

Every time? thought Vivian, who had literally never given a moment’s thought to flowers she’d always considered fuddy-duddy and unnecessarily bulbous.

“It’s an error, of course,” continued Margaret, “rushing through the gifts around us. Especially naughty ones like these!” She held a bloom aloft. “These flowers used to be the subtext—what do the young ones call it?”

“Subtweeting?” said Serafina. Vivian laughed at this, perhaps too loudly because Serafina narrowed her eyes. She really intended to do it, then, maintain a low profile on their friendship until Vivian made—or didn’t make—the Annes. While Vivian was impressed by Serafina’s acting, her good acting hurt.

“Yes, that’s it exactly. Hydrangeas have messages coded in their petals! Coded in their shades! Insulted suitors used to present ladies who’d spurned them with a bouquet of ‘frigid’ white hydrangeas, while pink bouquets meant just the opposite: romance and harmony.”

Vivian glanced at Whitby, who was stroking her white hydrangea with her middle finger.

“Today, we’ll be working with blue hydrangeas,” continued Margaret with a smile, “which stand for gratitude and patience—along with a white selection, which these days symbolize purity and grace. Gracefulness, ladies, is everything. Gracefulness and patience. You have to listen to the flower. Listen to its needs.”

This speech stirred Vivian to battle. Mercifully, hydrangeas were already dry and papery so Vivian didn’t feel as grossed out by them as she might tulips or peonies, which drooped and died on kitchen counters every spring. Vivian could do this. She was going to arrange the shit out of these flowers. And afterward, a Klonopin.

“Be forewarned,” Margaret chastised, after revealing how to cut stems on the diagonal to abet water absorption, “some heathens like to include carnations with their hydrangeas. I can assure you, none of us is so uncouth.”

Everyone chuckled at this except for Vivian, who had spent her childhood wildly envious of the carnations the popular girls in Greystone presented to school faculty for Teacher Appreciation Day. Despite her flower issues, Vivian had considered those carnations the height of sophistication, especially compared with the offering Gretchen dispatched her daughter with, for her homeroom teacher only: box-mix brownies distributed on surplus “Happy Birthday” plates.

“For a classic summer look that’s just the ticket for brunches and high teas,” Margaret continued, “I like to pair my hydrangeas with ferns, digitalis, and catmint if I’m feeling witty.” Margaret cut one of her stems. “Japanese maple is a dramatic companion in the autumn, but honestly, one can create something terribly elegant with the native grasses we have here for the summer. Vivian, I know we didn’t give you a great deal of warning . . .” Vivian looked behind her, worried there was a tumbleweed of something embarrassing rolling through the kitchen: her children’s hair, nail clippings, proof that she was mortal. But Margaret was merely gesturing toward the backyard.

“Japanese . . . what?” she said too quickly, feeling her face blush even deeper.

Margaret’s expression didn’t change. “Digitalis, catmint, cranesbill, if you must? Something with a bit of droop.”

“I’ll help,” said Dani, putting her shears down.

“A team player! How refreshing!” noted Whitby, giving her stem a little snip.
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“Level with me,” Dani said, moving beneath the kitchen’s deck, its concealment giving their expedition an illicit feel. “Do you actually know anything about flowers? Or are we just out here fighting for our lives?”

Should Vivian lie and pretend she was a cultured botanist, or would Dani see right through her? And was Dani’s offer to help subterfuge or just superior breeding?

“Sorry, we haven’t even met properly.” Dani stuck her hand out before Vivian could tally what to answer. “Ironic for a club that’s all about etiquette! God, I’m grateful to get a little air, huh? I don’t suppose you have any creeping thyme? See, I’m not totally hopeless.” Dani’s smile was disarming. “I have all these clients who want over-the-top floral arrangements with their charcuterie boards, so . . . oooh—you’ve got gardenias!” She pointed toward a hedge. “They smell amazing—the boss ladies will love that!”

As Dani strolled off to investigate, Vivian gathered herself. “Curiosity” was part two of her personal success formula. Time to question her rival.

“So where do you cook, actually?” Vivian asked, joining Dani near a patch of blue flowers. “Like, for clients around here? Or—just out of your home?” Vivian’s shoulders tightened. It sounded like she was grilling Dani, instead of making conversation.

“We-ll,” said Dani, who had pulled one of the blue flowers up and was cleaning dirt from its root, “I’m on a break this summer: taking time to scale my business. But normally I’m at the beachy places: Block Island, Fire Island, the Hamptons, obviously.”

“So you’re not . . . cooking at the moment?” asked Vivian, who was grilling her, in fact. That was also the point of these seeding events, no? To suss out the competition?

“I mean, here and there. Just taking time out to reimagine things. Like whether I should start a proper catering company or, you know, do a cookbook? Wait a minute, is that beach grass?” Dani asked, rising to investigate a fresh corner of Vivian’s yard. “Oh man, this is perfect. Your girl Whitby will love this. A nice nod to the lighthouse. Plus, it looks like fescue.”

“Fescue?” Vivian said dumbly.

“It’s a type of grass that’s all over the Rockies. You know, where they’re doing that development in Canada, the big thing with her husband?”

“Oh right,” said Vivian, straightening. “The residential adventure club.”

“Did you guys invest?” Dani asked, and it seemed an honest question. Dani was comfortable. Vivian was nervous. This wasn’t going well.

“Oh well, you know,” Vivian stammered, not wanting to reveal that they hadn’t been asked. “We’ve got two kids to put through college, so—”

“I’m not going for it either,” said Dani, with a shrug. “I’ve heard the mosquitoes there are really bad. But their new thing in the Adirondacks? Now, that seems pretty cool.”

Vivian was too jealous to fake it. “We haven’t been approached yet.”

“Me either!” Dani laughed. “I’ve just heard bits and bobs. Honestly? I doubt they’d come to me anyway.” She pouted. “I haven’t even met Brent yet, and I don’t think Whitby likes me much. In fact, it caused a stir between her and Margaret, this whole thing with me.”

“Sorry?” Vivian interjected. “This whole what?”

“Well, usually you have to live here for what, like generations? To get invited to this thing?”

If not generations, years, Vivian wanted to screech. She herself had put in four whole years of work whereas Dani had waltzed in, what, not even a year earlier, the glamour and rush of lower Manhattan glowing on her still? Plus, Dani kept calling it a “thing,” the seeding Vivian had been desperate to be a part of. Meaningless filler on an already stuffed calendar, perhaps an inconvenience for a celebrity-shoulder-rubbing woman such as she.

“I think that’s the tradition, usually,” said Vivian, who had just spied a rusted garden trowel beneath the hedge that definitely wasn’t theirs. “But I’m sure they make exceptions.”

“Well, exactly, and I guess that’s the problem?” said Dani, tossing weeds behind her that Vivian would have to remember to gather along with the old trowel because God knew when their absent-minded gardener would show next. “I know Margaret from her New York days, and she’s been so great to me. She helped me build my client list, sold me on Belleport? Anyway, I’m sure that she pulled some strings, which I feel weird about, but . . . I mean, it’s not exactly easy street, with Alyson as my regnant? I assumed that I’d get Margaret, but I guess it doesn’t work like that.”

Vivian tried to breathe through the fire in her belly. Embers of jealousy, kindling made from envy. This was how it always was with these women. Everything came easy. They knew someone who knew someone. Whereas for women like Vivian, it took hard work and strength training and relentless extra tries. Easy come, easily shrugged off—she just couldn’t stand it. Vivian would die if this passive newcomer got the Annes spot instead of her. She would lie down and she would temporarily die.

The sound of the French doors opening kept Vivian from responding.

“La-dies,” yodeled Whitby, “are we getting the flower stuffers this month, or do we have to wait until next year?”

“Damnnn,” Dani said, once Whitby had closed the doors. “Your regnant is hard-core.”

“She takes the seeding seriously,” said Vivian, smoothing her dress out. “As do I.” Punctuality was an offering. Discretion was a weapon. Vivian was not going to enter the bear trap of bitching about her guiding queen.







17

AS MONDAY BECAME Tuesday, Alan woke up in the wee hours of the morning. Instinctively, he grabbed his phone—ready to extinguish corporate fires that had sparked since yesterday. But then Alan remembered. There had been only one fire, and there was no putting that one out.

It was two in the morning, too early to get the day started, but now that Alan was alert and reminded of the professional maelstrom he’d been sucked into, he couldn’t go back to sleep. He padded to his study in his slippers, taking his phone off “airplane” as he did. His skin pricked when he saw a fresh text from an unknown number:


Exit before the sale ends you! Up to 40% off now! Text STOP to cancel. HELP for help.



Exit before the sale ends you? What in the dystopian sidewalk poetry was this? Alan stared at the empty space where his reply could go.

Daniel? he typed. Is that you?

The bounce back was immediate.


You’ve reached a nonresponsive number associated with Ambugo Performance Footwear, LLC. This line does not accept incoming messages. If you require assistance, please contact our support team at ambugo.net.

Please do not reply to this message. No one is here.



No one is here? The language all felt coded. Thirsty, irritated, furious, Alan went downstairs to gulp from the milk carton in the fridge. It was two percent milk. Two percent of what? Two percent of what Alan Anderson thought he’d earn that quarter, that was exactly what.

Goddammit, why couldn’t Alan get this succubus off his brain? Exit before the sale ends you? How ’bout you go fuck yourself! The spam text was from a sock company that Alan patronized: It was a real text. But did that matter? The prolongation of Daniel’s sabotage was unbelievable. It was not permissible. Every single piece of marketing copy that Alan would encounter going forward would have some of Daniel there.

Alan didn’t deserve it, any of it; he worked too hard for doubt. While it was true that American advertising had gotten consumers preferring boneless chicken (had Alan ever considered how farmers processed chickens to be sold without their bones?) and that the marketing of baby formula in the 1980s had led to more than two hundred thousand infant deaths because advertisers hadn’t considered the lack of access to clean water in the third-world countries where they were pushing their product, the advertising industry had also done a lot of innovative, incredible, wonderful things inside America. Alan knew that. It just so happened that he’d forgotten what they were.

What he hadn’t forgotten, and what he wouldn’t let Daniel take from him in the refrigerator’s twilight glow, was the moment Alan had realized that he wanted to be an adman. Otherwise known as the first rift with his father.

When Alan was six, his dad had found him on the kitchen counter with a bread knife, sawing the O in the center of an unopened box of Corn Pops because that was where the cereal burst from on TV.

His father looked at him for too long a time. Alan assumed he was angry about the knife, because his mother didn’t let him or his sister, Aubrey, handle them, but after what seemed like hours, his father asked Alan what he’d requested from Santa that past Christmas.

“A bike!” said Alan, who was umbilically attached to the red bike he’d received.

“You asked him for a Sting-Ray, Alan. You asked him for a Schwinn. If it hadn’t been a Schwinn, I bet you would’ve been upset.”

“I love my bike.”

“Alan,” his dad said somberly, returning the bread knife to the drawer. “In life, everyone’s always gonna be trying to sell you something you don’t need in some fancy way. At the end of the day, a well-made bike is a bike, and cereal is cereal.” He pointed to the Corn Pops. “You be smarter about this. It’s advertising. Open the box from the dang top.”

Knowing his father as Alan grew to know him, he could only assume that Norbert “Bertie” Anderson had gone up to take his shower feeling he’d left his son with weighty words. But little Alan stayed on that wooden counter filled with fucking awe. Men did this? Put a chip inside your head and told you what to buy? From that day forth, the hours Alan was allowed in front of the television were devoted to understanding the magic of the commercial script. When the TV men said Don’t leave home without it! they weren’t telling you to remember your wallet, as Alan had thought they meant. They were telling you not to go anywhere without your American Express! He’d looked through his parents’ wallets, but they didn’t have one. They just had cards in plastic sleeves to the Manitowoc Savings Bank, their driver’s licenses, and cash. When Alan asked why his father didn’t have an American Express card, he got that Saturday’s cartoon privileges taken away. No matter, the family fridge was still available with its market data. The Golden Milk his family favored: Milk like it oughta taste. He knew the jingle for his father’s beer cans: If you’ve got the time, we’ve got the beer. His mother’s pack of cigarettes sticking from her purse? You’ve come a long way, baby. (That one he didn’t get.) After the Corn Pops incident, Alan started spending the bus ride to school tracking cars with the obsession of a pattern chaser. The Chevrolet logo was the same as their town’s ambulance, only blue. The Ford one was blue also. Alan loved the Mustang logo with the horse running so fast, his mane and tail were blowing in the wind.

Everything had logos, even human beings. His father’s dress shirts, his mother’s purses, his sister’s diaper cream. There were logos on their camping gear and on their tennis shoes. When Alan put his jeans on in the morning, he admired the way the W was shaped in “Wrangler” but wondered whether he wasn’t meant to be a Levi’s man. Wasn’t that incredible? How things went, and didn’t? From the orange juice his mother poured him on school mornings to the types of candy he was most excited to receive on Halloween, everything Alan touched and wore and ate was a decision he’d made not to touch, wear, or eat something else. You couldn’t have everything, so you had to decide on something, and somewhere out there in a giant building, men were making you decide.

It blew his mind, the reveal of advertising. It changed young Alan’s worldview. In history class, in science, even in physical education, Alan realized that someone had decided on the pages he’d be reading and the exercises he would sweat through, just as someone had decided what he wouldn’t read, and wouldn’t do in gym. The world was not a simple place, a playground of easy pleasures. It was a game Alan could win by understanding who was in charge.

Forty-some-odd years later, Alan was in charge. It was Alan Anderson who told people—millions the world over—what to buy and what to leave there on the shelf. What brand to ditch your old brand for and why. Alan was God. His father was long dead. He hadn’t had cereal for breakfast in over thirty years. And Daniel? He was a blip. An aberration, an anomaly, a passing irritation. Fuck Daniel. Fuck Greenacres. And honestly? Two percent was bullshit. Fuck dairy as well.

STOP, Alan typed into his phone.
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A SURPRISE COCKTAIL tutorial at Margaret’s—where Vivian learned that Aperol spritzes were decidedly out and old-school punch bowls were, in fact, back in—had Vivian late, extremely late, to fetch Bailey from school. When she arrived, the pickup circle was deserted, the parking lot emptied. Inside the building, Vivian found Bailey in an aftercare program filthy with toddlers, sitting in a tiny chair above a plate of raisins. Apparently there had been a tick outbreak in “Mudville” (what the students called the forest), so outdoor ed was canceled.

“Am I being punished for something?” Bailey asked on the way out to the car. “This is the second time this week!”

“I had another surprise Queen Anne thing,” said Vivian. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t get away.”

“What were you learning how to do,” asked Bailey, hefting her backpack higher on her shoulder, “make chastity belts?”

“Bailey?” Vivian said, coming to a stop. “I’m really sorry that I’m late, but it’s not a crime for me to want to make new friends. The Queen Annes is a social club. We learn how to be social. And while I understand that the art of entertaining might sound foreign to someone who spends all their time locked up in their bedroom—”

“Ummm, making art?” she said. “And for your information, I’m embarking on a highly social endeavor.”

Vivian hoisted the passenger door open for her, the wonky one that always needed oil.

“I just need a thousand bucks,” Bailey added.

“A thousand dollars?” Vivian repeated. “Are you kidding me?”

“I am kidding no one,” said Bailey, getting in the car. “I want to put a play on. I’m gonna rent a stage.”

Vivian closed her eyes. Bailey’s “plays” were the stuff of teacher phone calls, provocative one-woman shows in which she skewered everything and everyone she didn’t like. These “plays” were one of the reasons she’d been encouraged to leave Fieldpoint.

“Honey, we talked about these shows—how you have to involve more of your classmates? Let other people weigh in on the material, make the content more PG?”

“This is PG. It’s Shakespeare. Well, a Shakespeare mash-up. If we put down a deposit, I can rent the firehouse stage in June.”

“The firehouse?” said Vivian, cursing its location across the street from Bailey’s school. “What do they need a stage for?”

“For demonstrations, I don’t know. Plus, it’s tax-deductible.”

“Darling, listen. I like . . . I like the energy—it’s just so last minute! What’s this one about?”

“Glad you asked,” said Bailey, clicking her seat belt. “So it’s a new take on The Tempest? But, like, instead of Prospero causing a storm that makes a shipwreck, he cuts off electricity and no one can charge their phones? And the love interest is the owner of a dumbphone start-up. So there’s Romeo and Juliet in it, as well.”

This was something teachers used to say at Fieldpoint, that Bailey’s work was “ambitious” but suffered from impulsivity. The guidance counselor advised that straightforward subjects like math and language learning would be beneficial for Bailey’s brain type, force some organization. So Vivian hired a private math tutor. Some good that did her daughter! Bailey could pen a satire over breakfast, but one plus one still equaled whatever she felt like.

“Okay,” said Vivian, measuring her words. Bailey’s therapist had advised Vivian not to push back against Bailey’s creativity, especially if she wanted the creativity to take another form. “Again, this sounds really ambitious and interesting, but it also sounds like something with a lot of, um, interesting roles for your classmates, that you could really make something of if you allowed more time to—”

“Nobody here wants plays, Mom! Like, if it doesn’t involve a freaking glockenspiel, the teachers say it isn’t theater. I keep on telling you! If you’d only let me go to public school, I’d—”

“It would be the same at public school,” said Vivian. “You can’t plan something like this last minute and expect me to pay for it and drive you all ar—”

“I expected Dad to pay for it.”

Bailey must have noticed her mother’s gaping mouth because she suddenly changed tack. “And I didn’t want to do it alone, did I? I wanted you to help me.”

“Bailey, I—”

“Oh, I know. You’re busy. Dad’s busy. Everybody’s busy. Whatever,” she huffed. “You used to love my plays.”

With a pang, Vivian remembered the rudimentary performances Bailey would treat them to when she was little, or rather, treat Vivian and toddler Sunny to, because Alan’s workdays usually stretched into the night. The stage was demarcated by a laundry line Vivian had strung from the living room window to the doorframe of the kitchen with four connected shower curtains hanging down to form a single panel that could hide the stage during “set changes.” Vivian had lived for those performances: a new one every night. The content had been gentler then, silly and meandering. Fairies and dolphins and policemen who were fireflies. When she was packing up the Lakeview house, Vivian had hesitated—should she bring the theater setup? But in the end, she threw the makeshift theater curtain out.

“I just want to plan, is all,” said Vivian. “Plan and do things right. That doesn’t mean I don’t support you. The opposite, actually. I want to get this right.”

“By not allowing me to do it, sure,” said Bailey. “That works every time.”

It wasn’t fair, her daughter never acknowledging the ways Vivian showed care. Vivian had grown up with a constant stream of maybes that left her disappointed and dysregulated with attachment issues, to boot. Maybe they’d get pancakes Sunday at the diner, maybe Gretchen would try for another part-time job, maybe Daddy would come home for Christmas, maybe he would not. Vivian had wasted decades on these maybes, so now she knew that true success came from single-mindedness. Nurturing Bailey’s pursuit of an occupation that would never bring her any money was not how Vivian loved. Where Bailey saw cruelty and selfishness in her mother, Vivian intended determination, quiet grace. She was strategic, but Bailey thought her blind. She strived and hustled where Bailey saw neglect. With nobody to be proud of Vivian’s steadfastness except Vivian herself, she drove on in stony silence to fetch her less cantankerous daughter from her riding lesson. Sunny had gotten a lift there from the mother of a classmate—a nice girl who had no problem climbing on her horse’s back. Running behind from the Queen Anne tutorial as she was, Vivian would get there just in time to pick her up.
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At the barn, however, Sunny was nowhere to be found. One of the riders thought she’d been “out front.” Another rider said “out back.”

“I think they were doing groundwork in the outdoor ring?” said instructor Casey, who was helping a first-time rider saddle up her horse.

On the trek to the back field, which Bailey had accompanied Vivian on to watch her sister get in trouble, Vivian considered how high she’d soar if she didn’t have such friction with her children. What she needed to be doing was researching a punch recipe for her Anne homework, due that evening, something fetching but demure. Instead, Vivian was plodding through a field and risking Lyme exposure for a child who—only two months earlier—would have been waiting with her hands washed and her ankles crossed on a bench inside. Just when Vivian started wondering why the people closest to her seemed hell-bent on being obstacles, a call came in from the queen of discomfort herself.

“I have to get this,” she said to Bailey, waving her on. “If you find your sister, make it clear we need to go? Hi, Whitby!” she said into her phone. “How’s it going?”

“Vivian, really,” said Whitby in a sticky tone. “I was just thinking I was going to have to leave a voicemail. I have it on good authority that Eleanor is turning in a punch recipe involving coconut tonight. Please: You won’t do that? If you attempt a tiki bar at your big party, we are going to have problems.”

“Coconut?” said Vivian, who was capable of giving up her left kidney for a piña colada. “No, no. Sorry, I’m just at my daughter’s barn, trying to wrangle her, so I haven’t had a chance to—but I will, though. Can I call you back?”

“You can call me back when you have a specific punch recipe and some party themes. The final dinner is the culmination of the summer—the utmost of events. Since you’re my seedling, your party has to shine the brightest. I did enjoy your little idea for basil ice cubes today, though.”

“Oh.” Vivian blushed. “Thank you!”

“But we still have work to do. Which reminds me. I have your date.”

In her mind’s eye, Vivian saw a shriveled suitor. “My date?” she asked.

“Your date, yes. July third.”

“For my dinner?” Vivian gasped.

“Are we having connection issues? Yes, your dinner for the Annes!”

“But I thought,” said Vivian, who immediately regretted saying “but” to Whitby Shepard, “I thought the parties were in August? Like, at summer’s end?”

“I’m aware when August falls,” said Whitby, audibly displeased. “Is July third a problem?”

“No, no,” stammered Vivian. But there was, in fact, a problem. A twelve-by-twenty-four-square-foot one. On July 3, the pool might not be finished. There was every likelihood she’d have a ripped-up yard. “It’s just that, well, as you might have heard from the association vote, we were planning on a pool? And they were supposed to start digging in June, so . . .”

“What kind of planning is this, Vivian? I’ve never heard such nonsense.”

“I really thought the dinners were in August. That I’d have enough time.”

Whitby tsked at her. “Queen Annes are defensive drivers on the roads of their own lives,” she said. “They think ahead, they have a plan B for their plan B. And a plan C. And D. Every. Single. Time.”

“Of course. Of course they do. I’ll just change the dig date.”

“That would be wise,” said Whitby, her voice kinder. “And call me with your punch recipe? Let’s get you back on track.”

Vivian was off her track, indeed. They wouldn’t have a pool to enjoy that summer, that much was clear. Which wasn’t the worst thing, if she made the Annes. But if she didn’t? If she snipped stems on the bias and zested blood orange into prosecco and put watercress on crackers and came out of the summer a Queen Anne reject without a swimming pool? Where would that leave her, exactly? At square one with a shit ton of pool noodles, was where.

“Mom!” Bailey cried around the corner. “Help!”

Jolted back to the current problem of her missing daughter, Vivian circumvented a stack of hay bales to find Bailey at the fence line with her jaw agape. In a grass enclosure, Sunny’s horse was rearing up above her, punching his hooves out in a rhythm that Sunny seemed to be dictating with her hands. She was . . . conducting her big animal? Conducting him to do this? Marlo dropped to all fours, and then Vivian watched Sunny raise her right hand up. He reared again.

“Sunny!” Vivian shouted. “Stop it! He’ll knock you in the head!”

At the sound of her mother’s voice, Sunny turned and lost her concentration. The horse came down again and started—mercifully—to eat grass. “Mommy, you can’t startle us like that!”

“But what were you doing?” asked Vivian, moving to the fence. “That’s so dangerous! He’s ten times your size.”

“He wanted me to teach him,” Sunny said, glumly. “We were having fun!”

“Well, we’ve been looking for you everywhere! Sunny, you know I have to—”

Her cell phone buzzed again. Whitby! What a woman!

“Yes?” said Vivian, testily. “Sorry, but there’s something with my daughter’s horse—”

“Vivian,” Whitby said, sounding utterly aggrieved. “I’ve just learned that you have boxes strewn about your yard? Is there something you need to tell me? Is there something about ‘event ready’ that you do not understand?”

“What?” said Vivian, her stomach sinking. “Boxes?”

“Boxes in the yard, yes. A tremendous lot of them. People think you’re moving, which I assumed you would have told me because you can’t be a Queen Anne if you don’t reside in Belleport? Or—my God, you’re not getting divorced?”

“Divorced?” said Vivian. “Of course not!” Alan had asked her to get rid of those boxes. Return them. And she hadn’t. This was her punishment. He’d made her mess public.

“That’s just my husband . . . doing his spring cleaning.” Vivian tried to laugh. “I’m on my way home now. It will be dealt with right away.”

“During the seeding, Vivian? This myriad of upsets? I don’t enjoy such turbulence. Please get your man on board.”

“He’s on board,” Vivian asserted. “He’s so on board, in fact, that he’s trying to clean up.”

“Well, clean up quicker,” said Whitby, just as Sunny’s gelding took a massive poop.







19

“HOLY SHIT, MOM, are we moving?”

Vivian ignored the hopefulness in Bailey’s voice because in their driveway, as Whitby had promised, there were boxes all about. She dispatched the girls to do their homework, waiting until they were safely inside to confront her traitor husband.

But instead of finding a fuming Alan in their backyard—stomping, cursing, tossing out her boxes, enraged that his demands had not been heeded—Vivian found him in the emptied playhouse, the picture of low blood pressure and a steadily beating heart. He was sitting cross-legged on the dusty wooden floor, an actual spider in a web above his head.

“Alan!” she said, trying to piece together how long he’d been home. She’d come back after school drop-off and futzed around until the cocktail tutorial, and there had been no sight of him. So, what? He’d come home while she was picking up the girls to spread her business across the yard for everyone to gawk at?

“Looks like a mental health day,” he said, as the spider spun above him.

“Are you having heatstroke?” Vivian asked, carefully. Alan didn’t believe in mental health days; he didn’t believe in mental health.

Alan seemed to ponder this. “I think by sitting here, I’m keeping a stroke at bay.”

“Okay, honey, listen,” Vivian said, keeping her voice sweet so he didn’t get defensive. “I was going to move the packages, I just haven’t had time yet. But you can’t do stuff like this, throwing boxes willy-nilly, littering the yard. Whitby called about it. Alan, she’s my regnant. She’s watching my every move. It’s only for this summer: I need everything perfect.”

Alan took a deep breath. Like a really deep one. Vivian had prepared for this—the boxes were her fault. She would make him steak tonight. Steak and mashed potatoes. She’d initiate lovemaking.

“Vivian. Vivian, Vivian,” he said, exhaling dramatically. “Have you ever sat here and really contemplated our house?” He gestured toward the open doorway behind her. “Is it a little large?”

“What?” said Vivian, setting her purse down. “Did you get stung by something? Is everything okay?”

“You know it’s not,” he said, eyes closing.

“But beyond that, I mean, beyond the milk account?” She checked to make sure their children weren’t hovering behind her. “Do you need to see a doctor? I can call them for you. You’re not acting like yourself.”

“No,” he said. “I’m not. But that might not be a bad thing?”

Vivian looked at the trees in their backyard. Maybe they would come alive like they did in children’s movies and lower their branches so Vivian could climb out of a conversation she did not have time for.

“Okay, well, if you’re not sick, let’s talk about this later when you’re not, you know, out here. There’s stuff going on with Sunny and her barnmates, and I need to come up with a punch recipe even though—”

“Have you heard the proverb,” Alan interrupted, “you have watches, we have time? It was a dig against Americans. I forget by whom.”

“Proverb?” Vivian gawked. “Honey, are you sure that you’re okay?” But Alan wasn’t listening, focused as he was on removing a cushion Vivian hadn’t realized he’d been sitting on. And look at that, it was a sleeping pillow. Pulled straight from their bed.

“Let me ask you a question,” said Alan, tossing the pillow behind him to the single wooden platform bed that had been there when they moved in. Vivian had once planned to replace it with something bunked so the girls could host sleepovers, but that hadn’t come to pass.

“Would you say that less is more?”

“Less is more in what, now?” Vivian answered, her Midwestern twang returning the instant she got nervous.

“Less is more in everything. Don’t you start to feel that?”

Vivian bit her lip. This was about the pool. He’d stopped scrutinizing her monthly spending habits years ago, but given how seriously he was taking the dairy loss, maybe he’d started up again, or had found a receipt with Paradise Plunge branding lying around the house. How naive was she, really, to think she could build an entire pool behind her husband’s back? She had to tell him. There was no way around it. She couldn’t keep the pool a secret seeing that it was going in their yard.

“If this is about the pool, honey? I know we talked about it, but Alan? We need this. Me and the girls need this. I gave them the go-ahead.”

“The go-ahead,” said Alan, deadpan.

“I put down the deposit.”

“The deposit. For the pool.”

Vivian kept her mouth closed; she’d said quite enough. Plus, he was acting so unusual, she was worried he was sick. Whatever it was he had, Covid, a head cold, maybe the stomach flu, Vivian couldn’t catch it, not now with the Queen Anne activities in swing and her daughter teaching massive horses to rear.

But Alan didn’t say anything further. Was he asleep with his eyes open? Sometimes, he did that.

“Alan, did you hear me? ‘No’ just didn’t work. We—I needed this. You know as well as I do that you’ll win the next big thing. We’ll make it up in no time. In any case”—she was speaking quickly so he wouldn’t bring up the “no” she’d overruled—“they were supposed to start in June, but I have to host this big Queen Anne thing on July third now, so it will have to be after that—”

“You really think a pool is going to solve something for the girls,” he said. “Make them happy. You. Sunny and her barnmates.”

So he had been listening about the horse stuff. That in itself was worrying, as was Alan’s peaceful, measured tone. “I do,” she said. “I know it will. I don’t have any doubts.”

And then Alan did something disconcerting. He looked her in the eyes.

“Vivian, could you hold me? I’m feeling so confused.”

“About the pool?” she asked.

“I don’t care about the pool; I give up about the pool. No. It’s more than that.”

Vivian moved quickly—not to seal the deal over the pool build but to avoid considering how odd he was acting. Against the soap scent of the deodorant Alan favored, Vivian traced a top note of panic on his skin. This hug, he really needed it. Their embrace just kept on going, his head heavy on her shoulder, practically her chest.

Vivian looked down at her arms, prickled with gooseflesh. Alan didn’t do this: compromises and confidences, insecurities and doubt. That he wasn’t raging about the pool betrayal was great news in the long term but most alarming right now. Back during Covid, when Alan had struck a 104-degree fever and Vivian didn’t have proof that things would be okay, she still knew that he’d pull through. But this Alan in front of her? Vivian wasn’t positive. This pensive, wistful, thoughtful version of Alan frightened Vivian more than the sick version ever had.
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Join the conversation!


Whitby

2h

Did someone tell the security guard at the north gate that he could do No Mow May? There are actual *wildflowers* growing round the booth.

Eleanor

1h

It’s dogbane! Isn’t it lovely!

Alyson

1h

I was wondering what that was.

Whitby

1h

Are you effing kidding me? DOGBANE IS POISONOUS TO DOGS AND HUMANS!!!

Eleanor

1h

Only if it’s cracked open and rubbed onto the skin, I’m pretty sure?

Whitby

1h

AND IT’S INVASIVE!

Alyson

1h

Oh dear.

Whitby

1h

This is why *any and all* encouragement around *not mowing one’s lawn* must be stopped immediately. Today, it’s snakes and creepy crawlies, tomorrow, our pets are dropping dead.

Eleanor

1h

I didn’t give him the dogbane. It just grows by itself. I didn’t know you had a dog?

Whitby

1h

As soon as Richard is done here, I’m sending him over there with a weedwhacker.

Alyson

1h

And maybe a mask?

Whitby

1h

What? And no, Eleanor, we don’t own a dog. I was thinking of the community. I was thinking of *your* dogs.

Alyson

1h

A mask, in case it’s toxic? The dogbane, for the skin?
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WHEN ALAN ROSE on Saturday, he did so with the conviction that he needed a weekend without work. Though he’d played hooky a couple of times that week, those spontaneous afternoons off had done little to lift his darkened mood. In fact, being in the office without a win from US Dairy had only made things worse. Hour by hour, Alan was exposed to potential accounts that had little meaning or value, compared to omnipresent milk. In addition to Zero Vintage, Alan’s idiot business director was trying to get Orris + Anderson to go after men’s whole-body deodorant: pits, groin, feet, the whole stinky shebang. Alan had looked up standard deodorant ingredients, and the components were the same whether you put the product in your pits or not. In fact, the only thing keeping men from putting women’s deodorant on their testicles was the lack of a whole-body deodorant sticker on the product’s front.

It was entirely unlike him to store his computer for the weekend, but Alan needed distance from his professional obligations. The more he thought about the projects coming down the pipeline, the more he felt that he was doing something futile, maybe even absurd. If people currently wanted wine without wine in it, they’d soon want wine again, so what, really, was the point of writing copy and creating ads? Skinny jeans turned baggy. Ladies’ handbags were carryalls, and then they became clutches. What was big became small; what was small became big. Alan needed a break from the pitch decks and carbon-copied emails regarding all these things so he could love his work again.

It was just after 9 a.m. and Alan’s house was silent. Sunny and Vivian would be off to Sunny’s riding lesson—if she was even riding still (Vivian had mentioned something about the horses; Alan was fuzzy on the details). Maybe he should have gone with them to the stables; shoveled horse poop, fixed a fence, done something with his hands. But the girls were already gone, or at least Vivian and Sunny. Bailey rarely left her bedroom on the weekends, that was what Vivian always said.

Alan yanked the curtains back: The day was high and bright, but there was something wrong. The door to the playhouse was hanging ajar, and . . . was there someone inside it? Alan squinted, refocused his gaze. (With the passing years, his vision had steadily worsened—currently, his preferred screen display was 220 percent.) The figure was a tall one, or was that just a play of light? A breeze slammed the door shut and when it opened again, there was no one there, nothing there, even the boxes, gone. Until Vivian got around to initiating the returns that he’d demanded, all of her pool crap was being temporarily stored in the garage. Impossible for someone to be there, then: Alan was simply seeing things, his vision unfamiliar with life outside a screen. Nothing a cup of coffee wouldn’t fix.

Alan went downstairs in his preferred Father’s Day bathrobe: navy with white piping. Every June, he received the same gift from his family, just in a different color. Sometimes Alan wondered what Vivian would do with the absurd number of bathrobes in his closet when he died. Divvy them up among the neighbors? Distribute them to suitors? Fashion a dead-husband quilt out of terry cloth?

In the kitchen, Vivian had left coffee in the machine for him but no note or food. It was not a cottage cheese day—Alan wasn’t up for it; the lumps conjured end times. A bagel twist would be a treat, but interacting with the toaster, touching the greasy, salted garlic grains that coated every baked good in America these days, it all felt like too much. What he should do was attend to the play home and the door’s wild flapping. And then it occurred to Alan, a way to cleanse his mind. He could tidy up the playhouse, now that it was empty. Encourage his kiddos to use the space again. During the pandemic, Vivian had hired someone to freshen up its paint and install a custom bookshelf so the girls could homeschool in it, but they belatedly realized the playhouse wasn’t wired for electricity—making it impracticable to Zoom from. Bailey had used it for a while to escape the family, but when regular school started up again, her bedroom became her haven, with its functioning Wi-Fi and power outlets. As for Sunny, back then, she hadn’t been interested in outdoor structures unless they housed a horse.

Alan hadn’t really considered it, but it was a shame, this lack of use. A shame and a big waste. It was a beautiful structure, custom: The former owners had spent an obscene amount to make it match the main house’s Federal style. The thing even had a beamed porch and two chimneys that were cheerful to look at, though they didn’t connect to anything, as far as Alan knew. And he really should know more! That was what he could do today: some recon. He’d take stock of the play home, decide what needed doing. Alan could hear the Home Depot anthem starting up: He was a doer, about to get his doing done!

Energized, even excited, Alan went outside with his slippers and his coffee and his improved state of mind. The dew hadn’t evaporated yet and wet blades of grass stuck to his white ankles. Look how nice the backyard looked, all green and proud and lush. And Vivian wanted to ruin all this with a pool? But just as Alan was admiring his kingdom, Petey Peterson’s lawn mower started up. The Petersons’ grass was short as a military haircut, like everyone’s in Belleport. For God’s sake, why not mow on Monday, let a fellow have a weekend? How was a man supposed to enjoy his 0.8 acres when everybody was whacking and blowing and attacking nature from sunrise on?

The worst thing was that Petey’s high-end lawn mower was completely Alan’s fault. It was how O+A had stolen John Deere away from Publicis, their first kahuna client. For years, Publicis had positioned Deere’s push mowers as a bread-and-butter staple, which worked fine until everybody had one. To a rapt room of agricultural executives tired of static earnings, Alan had promised to make pushing a lawn mower a pedestrian act that the Joneses had moved on from, forcing homeowners to shell out for a seated model to keep up with the times. O+A’s viral Stand up for something . . . other than mowing ads won Alan his first Lion and made push mowers something only have-nots had. Real men sat down while they mowed their lawns.

But look where that got him. Alan had so impressed his neighbor with his advertorial prowess that he’d caused the guy to purchase a riding lawn mower that was making it impossible for Alan to relax. Maybe in the playhouse, the mower would be muffled. Alan kicked his slippers off, hoping contact with nature would help him recapture the ampler mood he’d been in before Petey commenced his noise pollution.

Inside the playhouse, the world was indeed quieter, the air still smelling of damp cardboard from the boxes he’d removed. While the playhouse was emptied of Vivian’s loot (and she called her mom a hoarder?), it wasn’t truly empty. Toward the back of the small structure was a makeshift cooking area where an all-in-one play kitchen still stood, a child’s play table in the center, and to the right, a single bed behind which was the bookshelf, containing Bailey’s mildewed manga books. Alan approached the narrow mattress, whose tufts bore the carcasses of ladybugs that had flipped over and been unable to flip back. And look at that! If Alan twisted his torso and pressed his face against the window, he had a picture-perfect view of the ocean. Or technically, he guessed, it was the Sound. In any case, if they got waves in Belleport and Petey stopped lawn mowing, he would be able to hear them crash.

Why had Bailey stopped using this wholesome space? The twelve-by-twenty design was utilitarian and enticing, a shelter in the oldest sense of the word. While the play home didn’t have running water or electricity, the windows opened and closed; the roof only needed a good power wash and the mattress a strong vacuum—what more could you want from a miniature home? Everything in this structure functioned to the extent it needed to, nothing more and nothing less. How refreshing was that? After years of living in a smart house that beeped each time the fridge was opened and driving in smart cars whose side windows automatically adjusted every time the car was powered down, an entity that did the bare minimum was a huge fucking relief.

In a poetic mood, Alan sat down on the flimsy mattress. He expected springs to groan, but there were no springs underneath him—the bedding had been placed on top of a wooden frame. The thing had the give and existential despondency of something that had required assembly at some point, not an item native to the playhouse, which was made from luxury materials. Alan had looked up the construction comps on the company’s website: The custom Federal model he was standing in cost thirty thousand dollars. Thirty thousand dollars, and the thing had just been sitting here, empty in the yard—force-fed with Vivian’s purchases like capitalist gavage. Alan ran his fingers down the wooden louvers of the shutters that decorated each window. Though his father would have ridiculed the kind of man who paid someone extravagantly to build a play home for his children, he would have acknowledged how well the thing was made.

“Dad?” A voice startled Alan; he rose and bumped his head on the custom bookshelf. “Are you in there?”

Bailey was standing just outside with an armful of bubble mailers. “Can you take me to the post office?” she asked, when he came out. “I have a bunch of stuff to ship.”

Alan blinked into the face of information that did not concern him. “How come you stopped using this?” he asked, patting the playhouse wall. “It’s such a special space.”

“I need to mail this stuff before Mom comes back. Can you please just drive me?”

“I’m doing something,” he said.

“What?”

“Well, I don’t know yet,” Alan answered. “I’m thinking, power wash?”

“Dad, please,” she said, hip cocked. “I really need to go. Like now.”

“What is it, some school thing?” But what Alan was really wondering was: Did they have a power washer, and if so, would it be in the garage?

“I’m selling a bunch of Mom’s stuff on eBay so I can fund a play I want to do.”

Alan raised an eyebrow. Nothing got by Bailey. What a joker! She was onto her mother’s shopping addiction, too.

“So can you take me or what?” Bailey said, foot tapping. “I need to go before they’re back.”

Alan was not concerned by her insistence. Why did school projects require so much mileage now? Back in his day, a glue stick, craft scissors, a marker, and bingo, you were done. “I don’t feel like being rushed,” he said, deciding this was true. “And I’m not driving this weekend. I’m taking a break from motor vehicles.”

“What, you just decided that? Isn’t that convenient!”

“I’m sorry?” Alan said, using his mug as a pointer. “Are you hearing how you’re speaking to me? Might I remind you that you are the proprietor of a bicycle? Go to town on that.”

“Oh my God, Dad, gross.” She shook her head. “Whatever, I’ll just call an Uber.”

“If I see a hired vehicle pull up here, Bailey, I swear to God . . .” Alan couldn’t visualize exactly what he’d do. “I’ll make you . . . get a job.”

“You’re sounding like an insane person,” she said, her face sour. “Anyway, I can’t work this summer. I have tennis camp?”

Alan crossed his arms to protect against regret. He’d been looking forward to the girls’ camp stay so he could overwork on dairy.

“I’m done with this discussion,” he decreed. “Get thee to a bicycle. Leave my sacred space.”

“Your sacred—Dad, this is my playhouse. I’m the only one who ever used it.”

“Not anymore,” he said, stepping back inside and shutting the door to force the issue, except the door didn’t close properly because it had warped from humid summers, pushing up against the frame instead of fitting into it. So much for taking stock of things. Alan could get a new door, but he wouldn’t know how to install it. He would barely know how to measure for it. Alan had manned hundreds of ad campaigns in his life, but he didn’t know how to measure for a door. The question begged: Was there a purpose to Alan’s life? Had he gotten his purpose wrong?

He sat down on the mattress again, which—by a machination he didn’t understand—caused the door to swing back open. Alan was grateful for the widened visibility: From his perch, he watched his daughter trudge to the garage in search (he hoped! he trusted!) of a pump for her old bike.
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HISTORICALLY, VIVIAN WAS not a fan of May, a month that turned its face too expectantly to summer, a little bit desperate to show off all its green. Generally it was a crummy period that saw her hunting down the netted laundry bags and tangled mosquito nets that would accompany her kids to camp, drumming up the health assessment records she was pretty sure she’d already sent but had been informed by some email that she had to send again, while also prepping for the gauntlet of arbitrary end-of-school-year activities requiring pajamas on one day and clown wigs on another, rinse and repeat until the school year finished or the parents’ spirits broke.

But thanks to the Annes, that May had been an outlier in the very best of ways. The FCCDG tutorials Vivian was enjoying—florals, cocktails, condiments, decor, and guest lists—made even her mundane gestures feel charged with relevance. A pink hydrangea was no longer a stuffy flower overly present in the neighborhood; it was a journey back to a time when bouquets of certain types and colors carried hidden meanings. A kumquat wasn’t a piece of fruit Vivian had no idea what to do with; it was the hero ingredient in a ladylike gin fizz. While it was true that the surprise tutorials and their accompanying homework had Vivian falling behind in the mothering department, the late school pickups and overdue health forms were worth it for the progress she was making in poinsettia etiquette and the history of porcelain. Thanks to the Annes, Vivian was learning the esoteric and deeply feminine work of archival homemaking, and that afternoon marked a special benchmark, because the Annes would sauce.

Whitby was holding a condiment tutorial at her house, a palatial estate called Winterthorn. Completed in 1889 with an assist from the guy who did Central Park, the Spanish colonial revival featured soaring ceilings, polished marble, ornate casement windows, and arched entranceways a-go-go. On the first floor, guest bathrooms gleamed with brass sinks and mahogany paneling, the radiators covered with custom rattan. Above the garage was a guest suite where Whitby housed her French au pairs.

Did Vivian know these details from being a frequent guest to Winterthorn? Of course not! She’d Zillow-stalked the interiors of her neighbors’ homes.

After parking near the Shepards’ rosebushes, Vivian was greeted by [whatever one called a uniformed employee in 2024??] who led her to the dining room, where a titanic spread of shrimp overtook the dining table. Behind this on an antique console, white wine and sparkling water bobbed in hammered copper beverage chillers next to a display board covered in pink chiffon.

“Oh, Vivian, how marvelous,” said Whitby, alighting from who knew what room with a bouquet of pencils. “Do me a favor, would you, and put these at each place, please? Oh, and notepads too.”

This was serious stuff, this condiment business! Back in Greystone, mixing ketchup and mayonnaise together was considered haute cuisine, but from the look of the office supplies in Whitby’s hand, this was going to be a far more studious endeavor than making Russian dressing.

“Am I the first one here?” asked Vivian, as she fretted over where to place the pencils. By the salad fork? Dessert spoon?

“You are,” said Whitby, “which is by design. I’m giving the girls a little preview of something extra special. And as my seedling, you get a pre-preview.” Whitby winked at the display board, still covered in pink gauze. “It’s something I think feels really right for you. That you should be a part of.”

Vivian perked up at the reference to the world inside the world she kept striving to be part of. Sometimes Belleport felt like an enchanted labyrinth from a fairy tale with hedges that moved and walls that reconfigured themselves, the center always shifting. Naturally, Vivian thought that Whitby would draw back the chiffon curtain for her, give her the promised preview, but she heard Margaret’s voice booming from the entrance. The portal to a privileged moment, closed.

As the queens and their seedlings arrived in rivulets of poplin, Vivian caught references to outings she hadn’t been a part of over the past week. It sounded like Alyson was in the market for a sailboat. And Dani, dressed flawlessly in a navy jumpsuit, said a restaurant that used to serve Portuguese bacalhau was serving tapas now. But Vivian couldn’t afford to feel excluded. Whitby had been on the cusp of inviting Vivian to something. Vivian needed to hold on to the promise of that invitation, stay game and positive.

Serafina, whom Vivian hadn’t been texting to honor the space that she’d suggested, only to be crestfallen when Sera didn’t fill the silence with messages herself, nevertheless came up to her before the lesson started. “You good?” she whispered, her shirred-lace elbow rubbing against Vivian’s. “Scale from one to ten?”

Because Vivian was hurt by Sera’s distance, thrown by the craters in her schedule where she and Serafina used to play, she wanted to punch back. “Ten, actually,” she said. “So far it’s going great!”

“Really?” said Serafina, looking pointedly toward the presentation board. “Wait, did she tell you about—”

“Take a seat please, take a seat!” Whitby interrupted, clapping guests to attention. “No, Eleanor, that seat is for Margaret, darling. You’re off in the corner. Now, my ladies. Condiments! A crucial subject, especially with high season just around the bend. But have we ever considered the functionality of our sauces? The way a little something can elevate an experience? That’s why I want to kick off today’s tutorial with an exceptionally exclusive introduction to the most elevated game in town . . .” She clapped her hands again. “Introducing Belleport North!”

With this, Whitby tugged the chiffon off the presentation board, revealing a photographic rendering of a supersized Adirondack cabin lit with candles by a lake. Interior shots showed red-and-black-checked furniture, antler chandeliers, roaring fires, and a 3-D modeling of humans in ball gowns and tuxedos drinking champagne while a gentleman in suspenders cooked a pig over a fire. What this had to do with shrimp and tartar sauce, Vivian was too uncouth to know.

“A white-glove approach to end-of-days living!” Whitby announced, pointing proudly to the poster. “That is Belleport North.”

“Is this the thing in Canada?” asked Eleanor, taking an ice cube from a beverage bucket.

“No, Eleanor, it’s not. This is an ultra-exclusive first peek at the most elite concierge-fortified retreat in the whole world. Let me be more clear. You know the survival bunkers the tasteless rich are building? Those windowless grottoes?”

Alyson closed her eyes to retreat from such a horror.

“An abomination,” Whitby clucked. “I mean, there are people happy to hide away in the aesthetic equivalent of an underground subway, but we are not like them. That’s why Brent and I are offering—to an extremely niche group of our neighbors—the dizzying opportunity to purchase peace and security without sacrificing luxury or abundant nature. We’ve secured an old hunting estate in the Adirondacks—previously owned by the Rockefellers and marvelously upkept—and we’re building a system of above- and underground cabins to make survival living not just chic but totally luxurious. We’ve got a chef so famous I can’t even name him. A hundred-acre fenced preserve for game. This is disaster-proof real estate that I’m letting you in on. To be enjoyed in the good times and the bad. Who would like a closer look?”

Vivian glanced at the other women instead of at the photos. Dani’s eyes were narrowed—probably racking her brain for the private chef’s identity. Alyson looked starry-eyed; maybe she had already invested? Serafina had mentioned an early invitation she’d decided to turn down, so maybe other people had already been offered spots as well? But from the murmurs and explanations, it didn’t seem to be the case. Vivian had the delicious suspicion that she was finally learning something major at the same time as everyone else.

“Whitby, dear, is this really the time?”

Everyone looked to the owner of this comment. Realizing it was Margaret Mitchell, some of the women gasped.

“I’m sorry?” Whitby said, her eyebrows run nearly as high as her wrought iron chandelier.

“We don’t commonly mix business and pleasure,” said Margaret, tucking her smocked shirt in, “at our marquee events.”

“The shrimp, they are a-waitin’,” Serafina dared to singsong. “It’s shrimpy shrimp o’clock.”

“Shrimp?” repeated Whitby. “Excuse me, those are prawns. And as I’m sure I don’t have to tell anyone who has bought them by the pound recently, the sea is overfished, the world is overheating, and a backup plan is needed. But you know what? If Margaret doesn’t feel this is the right time for an invitation to what promises to be the single most exciting and timely real estate endeavor of 2026, that’s absolutely fine. Absolutely, definitely, let’s talk about the prawns.” Whitby gathered the swathes of chiffon from the floor with a snitty pout. “Let’s just move on to the secondary item of today’s meeting, which is Marie Rose sauce.”

Vivian waited for Margaret to apologize, say of course everyone wanted to hear about this once-in-a-lifetime investment opportunity in the Adirondacks, but she made no move to do so—poured more white wine instead. This had Vivian panicked. With Whitby as her regnant, did it fall to Vivian to defend her? And what kind of support did that call for, exactly? From the look of the architectural renderings, these dwellings had a seven-figure sticker price. Vivian wanted to play with the big girls, but she couldn’t play like that.

But before Vivian could land on the right move, Dani raised her glass. “I, for one, would love to see the presentation. I’d love to learn to hunt.”

Whitby swiveled toward Dani, unsure whether she was being mocked. “Well, I suppose I could schedule individual meetings with interested parties, to make it less offensive to our present company.”

“Nobody here is offended, Whitby,” said Margaret. “But the shrimp are getting warm.”

Vivian’s jaw dropped. Two of the most important women in Belleport going head-to-head in public? That was it, decided. She would not get involved.

“Wow,” said Whitby, shaking her head slowly. “That’s just . . . wow.” She pursed her lips, gathering her thoughts. Then she tossed her hair back, the town’s beloved socialite once more. “You know what?” she said with a bright smile. “Let’s get into it! Get into the good stuff!” She rolled up her scalloped sleeves. “Marie Rose sauce—spelled with an i-e, I beg you—is a hat tip toward tradition and deep grace. Made with mayonnaise, ketchup, lemon juice, the slightest touch of Worcestershire, a slip of dill, and horseradish, this is the ne plus ultra of dipping sauces and the only condiment that should be served alongside prawns in the summer months.”

Trudy, armored in her tennis whites, raised her hand to say something, but Whitby cut her off.

“As Alyson, and possibly Dani, can attest,” Whitby continued, on a mission now, “it’s become the Wild West out there on the dinner circuit. People serving honey-mustard sauce with seafood. Chili-lime sauce at a white party. I know this doesn’t warrant saying, but if you are present at a gathering where canola-based sauces are being served with shellfish, you’re in the wrong place.”

In the pocket of her dress, Vivian felt her phone buzz. She kicked herself for not turning off her notifications—Whitby’s disapproving gaze had already found her like the Eye of Sauron. “I’m sorry,” Vivian stammered, cursing the poor timing. “I just . . . yeah, I think it’s from my daughter.”

MOM! the text from Bailey read. What time will you be home???

“Whit, real quick, though, about the bunkers?” Trudy tried again, only to be sidelined by Alyson, who had plenty of professional reasons to stay on Whitby’s good side. With seven luxury developments in North America alone, Brent Mackesy was filthy with condos and bungalows for Alyson to stage.

“Something that I’m seeing that’s quite frankly disturbing,” Alyson began, “is people serving drinks the same color as the principal hors d’oeuvres?”

Vivian slid the message to “unread” while Whitby and Alyson mocked the troglodytes who served rosé with shrimp.

“If you’re offering shellfish in the summer,” Whitby said, taking the floor back, “the only acceptable accompaniment is a light beer or a lager in a tulip or pilsner glass for the gentlemen and a fruit-forward chenin blanc for women in a wineglass—glass or crystal—with a stem. Contrary to public opinion, champagne is not appropriate with—”

On silent mode now, Vivian’s phone nevertheless buzzed again two times. Then two times more.

MOM! This is an emergency! Vivian read under the table. It has to do with Dad!!

“I’m sorry,” said Vivian, lifting her hand as if asking permission to go pee-pee in the bathroom. “It’s my daughter again. Is it okay if . . .” Vivian motioned to the butler’s pantry just off the dining room.

Whitby granted her seedling a disappointed nod. As Vivian scurried to the pantry, she heard Whitby ask the group why nobody seemed to have nannies anymore.

“Bailey!” Vivian barked when her daughter picked up. “This better be good! I’m at a Queen Anne thing!”

“What’s the point of a cell phone if you never pick it up?”

“I’m calling you! What is it?”

“When are you coming back?”

“I have no idea! Why?”

“It’s Dad. He’s having a menty b. Just sitting in the yard.”

Vivian’s fist curled. “He’s having a what?”

“He’s just sitting in the shed thing.”

“In the playhouse?” corrected Vivian, her blood pressure rising.

“Yeah, that thing! He’s like, just sitting there. I asked him for a ride to town and he told me to ride my bike.”

“Can anybody see him?”

“I mean, we can see him, obviously? Can you just get back here?”

Vivian did not like the news of her husband being weird, but still, she liked the prospect of upsetting Whitby less.

“Bailey, I am doing something. I mean, he’s allowed to sit in the backyard.”

“Yeah, but he’s consorting with somebody. Sunny, look at that!”

“Sunny’s with you? Where?” This did not bode well. The sisters were rarely in the same room together, much less conversing of their own free will.

“There’s some guy in a vest!” answered Bailey. “Can you just get back here? He doesn’t have a shirt on.”

“Who doesn’t have a shirt on?”

“Are you hard of hearing? Can you just come home? There are people out here trespassing. Your daughters don’t feel safe.”

“Sorry, are we BORING YOU?” Whitby hollered outside the pocket door.

“Sorry, sorry,” Vivian said, exiting to the stares of seven women who were judging her offspring. “I’m really very sorry, but . . . I have to run back home for just a second? We have a . . . my daughter says there’s a trespasser in our yard?”

Margaret threw her hands up. Alyson made a tsk-tsk sound. Whitby’s chin went higher. “Do you see what I’m saying?” she cried out in frustration. “Do you see why we need a backup? Belleport, Belleport North? The security guards now, they let in anybody. You know that they’ve been vaping? Doing drugs on their paid time? What is this, Fallujah? Trudy, didn’t you spot an actual homeless man the other day?”

“Unhoused,” Dani supplied.

“Nah, it was just someone doing the Stevensons’ roof, actually,” said Trudy. “He was eating on the beach.”

Whitby put her hand to her delicate throat. “We don’t pay these property taxes to welcome lunching strangers,” she solemnly announced. “Run, Vivian. Run like the wind. And immediately report back.”

Vivian couldn’t run because of the high heels that she had on, nor could she drive quickly: The speed bumps in Belleport were uncommonly large.
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WHEN BAILEY WARNED of someone shirtless, Vivian never imagined that it would be her husband. Currently, Alan was in his bathrobe on the porch of the playhouse with none other than Travis. As if this were normal. As if Alan regularly chose fraternization with Amazon deliverymen over Saturday tennis at the club.

“Oh hi there, Mrs. Anderson,” said Travis, cheerful as could be, greeting her as she walked over. “How’s it going?”

“Um, fine?” said Vivian, who had not realized that her habit of greeting Travis by name when he delivered to her property would encourage him to caffeinate in her backyard. “Is there a problem? Everything all right?”

“There is a problem: nearly two million of them,” said Alan, whose bathrobe was gaping. “Did you know that Amazon gets over half a million orders every hour? Do you know how many orders that works out to every second?”

“It’s a lot!” said Travis, who was drinking coffee out of a mug she’d yanked from the donation pile after her mother’s death. “If you find this in the microwave, give it back to Mom,” the mug said.

“Um, wow!” said Vivian, noting that Travis’s coffee had cream in it. Had they been inside? “So are you two—sorry, are you power washing something?” she said, noticing the machine splayed on the grass. “Because you had Bailey worried! She didn’t, um, recognize who was with you.”

“I caught him having issues with his pressure washer,” Travis said. “Pump malfunction. Classic.” He emptied the rest of his coffee in one swallow before holding up the mug. “You all make one nice cup of coffee,” he said. “I will give you that!”

Vivian’s smile was pinched. It wasn’t that Vivian had a problem with her husband serving coffee to an hourly worker, it was just that Whitby Shepard would.

“Well, we’ll let you get back to it, Travis!” said Vivian, with an edge she hoped the men would pick up on. “It was too kind of you to help Alan with . . . whatever he has planned. But the pool people could be by at any moment, and I need to get this husband of mine clothed!”

“The pool people?” said Alan. “Now?”

At first Vivian was panicked that Alan had forgotten she’d proceeded with the build, but in fact, he simply looked put out. The pool people weren’t actually coming until Monday to do their initial measurements and take photos of the build site, but the white lie was worth it if it got her husband dressed. “Yes, dear,” she said, still holding her smile. “They’re coming by to do some site prep. Mark things, and all that.”

“Mark things in what color?”

“Honey?” she said, her smile hardening. “I was just pulled away from something by our daughter freaking out? So if we could, uh, bring this to a close?”

“Well, I’m sorry about that!” said Travis, handing the coffee mug to Alan. “I didn’t mean to scare anyone. Thanks for the pick-me-up. And good luck with the roof!”

“Let’s do this again!” said Alan, raising both mugs in goodbye.

Vivian waited until Travis was out of earshot to lay into her spouse.

“What the hell?” she said. “Why aren’t you dressed yet? You’re freaking the girls out!”

“Relaxation bothers them?”

“Relaxation?” she whisper-screamed. “They’re bothered by . . . your lack of purpose? You’re still in your bathrobe! And out here with a stranger! What’s got into you?”

“Travis McKenzie is hardly a stranger,” Alan countered. “He’s been delivering an indecent amount of your personal orders for an entire year.”

“I just don’t, ugh!” said Vivian, flustered. “What about this isn’t getting through? This isn’t the time for you to be acting like a nutjob! Whitby Shepard is my regnant! I just had to leave an event at Winterthorn. The girls thought we had some weirdo trespasser. And now I have all these women waiting for me to report back!”

“Good news then, because there’s nothing to report.”

“You know that the Petersons can see you, right?” said Vivian. “From their second floor?”

“It’s Saturday. I’m relaxing. I don’t see the problem.”

“The problem is that people will talk about you being out here naked! And if people are talking, I won’t become an Anne!”

Alan contemplated her. Finally—a blessing—he tightened up his robe. “What did you get pulled away from, exactly?”

“Don’t be condescending.”

“I’m curious.”

“You’re not. You’re just going to make fun.”

“I’m honestly asking.”

“Cocktail sauce,” said Vivian. “How to make a Marie Rose sauce. For shrimp. I mean, for prawns.”

“So they’re cooking classes, these meetings?” he asked, in a tone foreign to Vivian, because it held no sarcasm.

“Well, I don’t know that we’re cooking, necessarily,” said Vivian. “It’s more about learning what to serve with what to help us with our big dinner, but I’m not really learning because I had to come back here because Bailey called for help!”

“Go back,” said Alan. “Continue learning. As you can see, there’s absolutely nothing wrong here. I was going to power wash the roof, actually. The roof of this fine house.” He reached up to slap the roof in question.

“I will go back,” said Vivian, cautiously. “But stop scaring the girls.”

“The girls are free to join me,” he said, “on this lovely day.”

Vivian took it in, the entirety of the man she married. The scruffy hair, the stubble that he previously did not allow to bloom. The tuft of chest hair sprouting from his navy bathrobe. He looked a little . . . altered. He looked . . . kind of alluring? Not that he wasn’t attractive—generally, he was. Vivian used to call him her miniature PI because of his resemblance to the actor Tom Selleck, who played Magnum, PI, on television. But this was something more: It was the energy rolling off him, leonine, compelling. But Vivian did not have time to truck in sensuality; she had a shrimp sauce to return to.

“Alan,” she said, careful with her tone, “please help me understand. Is it dairy? Is that it? Is that why you’re out here?”

“I don’t see the problem in getting reacquainted with my property.” He frowned. “But partly, I’d say yes.”

“But honey, you’ve lost accounts before.”

“One could say,” said Alan, toeing the power washer, “that I’ve never lost this badly. The things that that man said . . .”

“Sweetheart,” said Vivian, feeling itchy under her dress. “The guy they sent, he’s just some nutcase. Your people know it’s not your fault! The best thing you can do, the only thing you can do, really, is show dairy up by winning something big again. Right?”

“That would seem to be an answer.”

“It’s the best way forward.” Vivian smiled. “Chin up, and we move on. So you’ll get out of the bathrobe?”

“I’ll get out of the bathrobe.”

“Okay,” said Vivian, “getting dressed is good. I’m going to go back, then. If you can go in and tell the girls that everything is fine?”

“Oh, they know,” said Alan. “They’ve been watching.”

Vivian turned to find two faces pressed against the window of Bailey’s bedroom. So they were together. Even if the purpose was to spy on their parents, it was a step forward, the girls doing something—anything—in solidarity.

“Okay, well, I’m heading back to Whitby’s, then,” said Vivian, confident that Alan would go inside and change, and hopefully go to tennis, as he absolutely, positively did not know how to use that pressure-washing thing.

On the walk back to her car, Vivian had a renewed spring in her step, having decided that Alan taking an interest in the backyard boded well for their new pool. Father’s Day was just around the corner: She could get him a proper resort robe, something waffled and moisture wicking for poolside cocktails. As it turned out, though, she wasn’t the only creature feeling hoppy. When Vivian pressed the remote opener to her Suburban, three bunnies sprang toward the bushes from underneath her car.
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Bethany
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Does anyone else feel like our Amazon guy is getting a little lax? I saw him parked at Trudy’s for over *thirty minutes.* You think he’s in a drug ring?

Trudy
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Why would you think that?

Bethany

1h

Well he was at your house wasn’t he?

Trudy

1h

Are you saying I’m the drug ring? I wasn’t even home.

Bethany

1h

And that doesn’t worry you???

Trudy
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Can you please make some sense?

Jillian
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I saw Alan talking to him.

Bethany

1h

Scolding him, I hope. The guy drives like a maniac.

Jillian
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He was in a bathrobe. Does anyone know if he’s on a cleanse or something? His skin looks so fantastic!

Bethany
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The Amazon guy was in a bathrobe?!!

Fred
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He has a name.

Bethany

1h

What? Marsha, weren’t you on this? Who the hell is Fred?!!

Fred
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It’s Travis.

Jillian
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Seriously though, let me know what cleanse he’s on. Or maybe he’s just fasting?

Bethany

1h

Can we please stick to the picture? Someone needs to do something!! That drivers gonna break stuff, going over bumps like that. I’m amazed our orders show up in one peace. And Fred you dont belong here

Fred
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Speaking of cleanses, if anyone needs an Uplifter 35, hit me up.

Jillian
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The face shaper?! I thought there was a waitlist?!

Fred
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@Jillian DM me, girl.

Marsha

1h

Hi there everyone. We have only received nine applications seeking permission for Fourth of July displays. While I’d like to assume that means the rest of you aren’t planning any decorations for our nation’s holiday, I know that at least seven people on here have historically created rather over the top and somewhat flammable design schemes every year, and I really must implore you to make our board aware of those designs please, by *yesterday*.

Bethany

1h

Wait, so just cause Jill’s the first to comment she gets the freaking UpLifter? Hows that any fair??! I was literally outside pulling in my recycling!! So now we’re getting punished for following the rules??!
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WHILE ALAN’S SATURDAY had been dedicated to the idea of power washing, Sunday had been bookmarked for the activity itself. More familiar with pitch decks than yard work, Alan overestimated how long it would take him to clean a tiny roof. With that morning’s chore soon behind him, Alan found himself with a second cup of coffee in the playhouse, contemplating how expansive a Sunday became when you swore off office work.

What to do with all this time? Alan had to mine his memories for inspiration—to intensify his detox, he’d left his phone inside. He didn’t have personal experience with outdoor chores or stillness, so he turned elsewhere for inspo. During the pandemic, Alan and his daughters had started watching a survival program named Alone, where ten strangers were dropped by helicopter into remote and hostile parts of the global wilderness. While the contestants were homed in the same general area, they were placed far enough away from one another to feel isolated, doomed. They were allowed to choose ten items of survival gear, items they’d use to stay warm and gather food, and they had to build a shelter using the same tools—they couldn’t bring a tent. What would an Alone contestant do on a Sunday, armed only with a cup of coffee and the powers of the mind?

It was curious how fond Alan had been of that program, how intrinsically the show was linked with a confusing period for Alan and his business. Financially, it had been scary pivoting from automotive manufacturers and international hotel chains to brands making embroidery kits and wood-burning stoves—but physically, the pandemic had been an epoch of real calm and deep rest. Sure, Alan had researched whether they’d need to sell their house and how much they could get for it, but he and his family, they’d shared so much time.

The Alone program, especially, had been a bright star in the evenings, because whatever client Alan had walked back from the ledge that day and however much his kids were hating online school, the survivalists were there to show them that things could be far worse. They could be experiencing organ failure from starvation, hypothermia from the cold; Alan could be on the business end of a gastrological crisis from foraging the wrong plant. Instead, he was on his sectional sofa eating buttered popcorn with his girls.

The show became an emotional support animal: He couldn’t cap a day without it. The notching of logs that burned up precious calories, the flutes whittled from spruce—Alan found the contestants’ attempts to put beauty and meaning into their empty days quaint and foreign, but sitting now in the playhouse as Petey fucking Peterson spurred the engine of his X300 series mower yet again, Alan felt jealous of the Alone contestants. Jealous and inspired. You know what they never had to think about, not a single day there in the wilderness? What they needed to buy.

Normally on a Sunday, Alan would be at the country club after a morning of emails. Scrambled eggs and an iced coffee followed by a volley on the court he paid huge dues for even though there was a public tennis court outside Belleport that no one ever used. Instead, he was in a playhouse, doing what, exactly? Mourning, was the answer. Or “processing,” to use a newer term. The things Daniel had said: They had hurt to hear. Nobody wanted to be accused of being a materialist, of not having a soul. Nor did you want to hear that you possessed too much, gluttony being (if Alan remembered correctly from his Sunday school adventures) one of the deadly sins.

Have you ever considered the long-term impacts of telling people that what they have is not enough? This was something Daniel had asked, and Alan hadn’t answered. For a while during Covid, Alan and Vivian, Sunny and Bailey, they’d been truly grateful. All over the world, people were curling into the fetal position with their newly adopted dogs and their bread just out of the oven, enjoying their weighted blankets, their high-end mattresses, their loved ones, and their Wi-Fi, realizing—for the first time in forever—that while they might not have what they wanted, they had what they required.

The downscaling forced by the pandemic had the potential to be transformative for humans and the earth that they’d been trashing, but that potential shriveled in the spring of 2021. The vaccines came; school started up in person; the advertising dollars poured back in. Alan drifted away from the basic call of shelter, food, and rest back to the mantras of the decade: outsize, outbuild, impress. Alan hadn’t looked back. Nobody had.

What happened to all the push mowers that Alan and his agency had rendered obsolete? What happened to the reusable water bottles that did not get reused because everyone in America had to be seen with the hot new brand of bottle now? What happened to siblings sharing bedrooms, to spouses sharing bathroom sinks? Enough, enough, enough, he remembered Daniel saying. People need to learn to leave well enough alone. What would it look like—feel like—to do so? To put his girls into the public school system, have Vivian use the club’s pool instead of building one. For Alan to work less: What would that entail? What would happen to the stakes that he’d been driving, the goalposts he’d been moving, the thoughts that he’d been tabling—all that corporate gibberish that translated to making the most money in the least amount of time?

Looking at his family’s bloated dwelling from the vantage of the playhouse, Alan recognized that Daniel had been right about one thing: While Alan was in the business of telling people they needed more, pretty much everybody needed less than what they had. Alan was proud of 31 Alden Court—the home he’d worked so hard for—but he couldn’t deny that it was larger than it needed to be, a little meat and tons of fat. The rooms upon rooms that served only to give his daughters extra places to retreat to, the wine cellar filled with insects, the soaking tubs that smelled of lurking mold. Alan had clients with bowling alleys on the ground level, customized humidors for cigar storage, luxury steam showers that no one knew how to operate, carpeted garages. The wastefulness was gruesome and it was omnipresent. Think of all the packages being delivered at that moment to his zip code—and beyond that, to the world! If only he could stop it for a while—stop being the motor of the madness. But that motor—his motor—it was what bought the daily bread. The absurdity. The irony. Alan would be a better person if he didn’t have to go to work.
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THOUGH VIVIAN HAD never considered the number thirteen particularly unlucky, that Monday, which fell on the thirteenth, she felt tugged in many directions and present in none of her tasks. The traffic on the way to school was particularly dense, a condition she couldn’t mitigate with a podcast because she’d forgotten her phone at home. When she did get back to Belleport, Vivian discovered that the pool builders had come two hours earlier than they’d said they would and were already well into their survey of her yard.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said as she scurried out to meet the four men prodding the ground where the pool would go. One was hammering a rod into the soil, two were taking pictures, and the last was frowning at her. “I didn’t have my phone,” she explained. “How can I help you?”

“It says here you wanted us to spray the lines in green?” the disgruntled man answered. “On top of the green grass?”

It was embarrassing to hear something Vivian had requested on the telephone to a receptionist repeated back to her. “Right, sorry, I guess I meant, like, something not too obvious? Green on green, or maybe glow-in-the-dark, if such a thing exists?” The expression on the man’s face assured her it did not. “It’s just that I’m having this big party, hopefully outdoors, and if there are lines all over the place, or those plastic boundaries, whatever you call them, it won’t look very good.”

One of the men who was snapping pictures of the dig site paused his work to weigh in.

“A pool is a pool, ma’am.” He shrugged. “And we don’t work at night.”

“Right, so no glow-in-the-dark, then.” Vivian tried to make it sound like she’d been joking, but her comment landed flat. While one of the photographers switched to marking the location of underground utilities with little plastic flags, her principal interlocuter launched into a lengthy diatribe about her soil samples. It took him nearly fifteen minutes to get to the good news: They were cleared to build in July, most likely around the 10th. The drainage tests were fine.

Vivian felt drained indeed when she finally made it inside to retrieve her cell phone. A full pot of coffee that hadn’t existed when she’d left to do the school run suggested that Alan had departed late for work, plus brewed his own coffee: neither activity typical for him. But Vivian had bigger problems than Alan and his tardiness—her cell phone was barraged with texts from Whitby, asking if she’d landed on her party theme, because really, really, truly, she could only have until day’s end or they’d fall too far behind. Yes, Vivian wrote back quickly, she’d landed on something great, and yes, the reason she hadn’t written back earlier was that she was very, very busy working on her party theme. End of day was not a problem; she’d be in touch pronto.

Of course, these were all lies. It had proved impossible to come up with a fun but feasible idea for the party with her life getting so hectic. But it was crystal clear from Whitby’s messages that she’d run out of time.

Eager to brainstorm from a neutral place where she could draw both peace and inspiration, Vivian headed to the town’s airy central library, where they had a vast selection of international magazines. But walking in through the library’s glass front doors, she encountered a brigade of volunteers lined up to encourage her and other patrons to try the mindful activities on offer for Mental Health Awareness Month. One woman, who was wearing tie-dyed leggings, suggested Vivian “puzzle it out” at the jigsaw section in the senior room, which inspired an already taxed Vivian to walk out of the library just as fast as she’d come in.

Ultimately, Vivian holed up at the creperie she used to eat at with Serafina, alone now with her buckwheat cakes and her Pinterest boards, asking search bars to weigh in on her party ideas (an ice cream super social? a bougie boogie night?) instead of a human. While Vivian trusted that an acceptance to the Annes would bring her the sisterhood she craved, she didn’t enjoy how lonely-making it was, trying to get in.

Vivian had more time to brainstorm than she normally would because Sunny was volunteering at an assisted living facility after school with other Fieldpoint students and wouldn’t need a ride until much later. Come to think of it, Sunny’s outing was organized in conjunction with the same campaign they’d pushed on her at the library.

Well, Vivian’s mental fitness would be sound indeed if she too had a committee’s worth of women to shape her party theme instead of judge it. In the quiet of the restaurant, nearly empty at an hour when many women were getting in a barre workout before picking up their kids, Vivian found herself longing for the camaraderie of the beauty salon run by Dolly Parton’s character in the film version of Steel Magnolias. As a preteen, Vivian had fawned over the flashy women in their styling chairs, their hair all up in curlers, sweet tea in sweating cups. Might that be just the ticket, though? A gathering that celebrated women for a club made up solely of women? Or would it be considered “cultural appropriation” if Vivian threw a party inspired by a region she wasn’t from?

These were pertinent questions, but ones that Vivian had to ponder in the car, as it was time to pick up Bailey from the Riverside Waldorf school, where appropriation was so anathema, Thanksgiving was now referred to as “the Mid-Harvest Day of Gratitude.” Upon pulling into the school, however, she had no more time for thinking. The moment she had her car in park, Bailey’s teacher Annabelina (who preferred the term “healing movement guide” to “art teacher”) spirited Vivian away to a nearby weeping willow for a heart-to-heart about her daughter.

“We commend Bailey’s verve in her efforts to put together an end-of-the-year school play,” said Annabelina, her palms pressed together in a neutral prayer, “but art can’t be made in haste, and as we’re all aware, our community has had a lot of issues with Shakespeare.”

“No, I totally understand that,” Vivian responded, though she understood nothing at all. What issues could there be with someone who’d been dead four hundred years? “And I told her the same thing. I mean, not about the issues,” said Vivian, coughing, “but about doing things too quickly.” (Choice words from a woman who had until end of day to come up with a party theme.)

When Vivian and Bailey finally got back in the car to leave, her daughter pounced immediately on the weeping willow counsel. “Anna-B is the effing worst,” said Bailey, putting her feet on her backpack. “She’s always messing with my business. You know she went over there and actually talked to the fire people, told them not to—”

“Honey,” said Vivian, brushing a strand of hair from her exasperated face, “I can’t say that I like her either, but I did tell you how I felt about this whole thing, that it seemed so rushed. There’s no way that—”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Bailey, crossing her arms. “I’ll find something else.”

“What’s wrong with our living room?” Vivian suggested, pulling out of the school lot to join the main road. “You used to do your plays there all the time, back in Chicago? Or—I know, it’s perfect! You can do it by the pool!”

“The . . . what?”

Vivian had been living so deep inside her head, she’d forgotten that she hadn’t told the kids about the pool yet.

“We’re getting a swimming pool?” Bailey yelled.

“Dammit,” Vivian said, breaking her pledge never to curse. “It was supposed to be a big surprise! Please—don’t tell your sister, okay? Let me tell her properly.”

“I wouldn’t tell her at all if I were you,” said Bailey. “She’ll be upset about voles getting unhoused.”

Bailey was correct on this point—Sunny would be upset about the damage to the yard and the yard’s animal children. But two out of four people being ecstatic about the swimming pool, that was a good average. Now that she’d gone and spilled the beans, Vivian was grateful to have someone to share her excitement with.

“Once it’s in, though, you could perform it around the pool?” Vivian suggested, smiling at her daughter. “Like an inauguration?” No sooner had she said this than Vivian imagined the Queen Annes standing stiffly around the water while Bailey performed a wacky monologue dressed as a demon faun. “Like a private viewing,” Vivian corrected. “Just for family?”

Bailey appeared to contemplate this, which was promising. “I might need two locations,” she said. “Inside the house and out?”

“Of course, of course, I love that,” said Vivian, relieved. “And in the meantime, I could use your creative input on something.” She checked to see if her daughter was paying attention before she continued. Surprisingly, she was. “You know how I have to do this big dinner party to get into the Annes?”

“An incredibly archaic concept that serves only the patriarchy?” said Bailey. “Yes. I am aware.”

“Well, it has to have a theme,” Vivian continued, ignoring Bailey’s jab. “I’m having a hard time coming up with something, so I thought that you could, well, that maybe you’d weigh in? I’ve got something, maybe, but I can’t tell if it has legs or if it’s—”

“This is quite the cliffhanger,” said Bailey, whose runway for her mother’s tribulations had never been long.

“Okay, okay,” said Vivian. “I’ll just tell you what I’ve got, then. The idea is Steel Magnolias. There’s that funny scene with the armadillo cake?”

“Steel what?” asked Bailey.

“I showed it to you once, remember? That beautiful movie about the Southern belles? I’d have lace and punch bowls, and of course I’d make the famous cake, or maybe hire someone to make it for me . . .”

Bailey started typing on her phone.

“Oh my God, Mom, the one where the daughter dies of cancer? That’s your party theme?”

“Diabetes. She doesn’t die of cancer. Did she die of cancer?”

“Eww, Mom. So morbid! I’m kind of into it. But it might be racist?”

“Diabetes is racist?”

“Is there a scene on a plantation?” Bailey asked, still typing. “’Cause then it’s definitely out.”

Vivian bit her lip. She’d forgotten about the daughter’s death thing. She’d mostly remembered the magnolias and the scenes in Dolly Parton’s beauty salon so full of sisterhood.

“I mean, maybe don’t plan an entire party around an armadillo cake when we don’t have armadillos?”

Vivian deflated. She’d found it such a charming theme. Shoulder-padded dresses, big hair, that gorgeous frosted cake. “Right, right,” Vivian consented. “I should be celebrating Belleport.”

“That would make for a pretty boring party,” said Bailey. “But I can help you find something. You know I love this crap. Aw, shit. I’ll be in camp.”

The mention of camp put a damper on their car ride. They’d been on the cusp of accessing the closeness they’d enjoyed when Bailey was younger, a connection fused by creativity. Stapling together shower curtains and filling paper bags with popcorn, Vivian photocopying Bailey’s hand-drawn programs so each “theatergoer” had one. The reminder that Bailey couldn’t lend her considerable talents to Vivian’s party because Vivian had insisted on Bailey attending summer camp against her will had put that closeness out of reach.

When the southern barrier of Belleport lifted and Vivian tackled the first of the many speed bumps lining their way home, she searched for a way to save the moment. Camp or no camp, Bailey had offered to collaborate. If Vivian showed too much enthusiasm toward this proposal, Bailey would defect, but if she showed no excitement whatsoever, her daughter’s feelings would be hurt. “We could do a lightning brainstorm?” Vivian suggested, as they approached the house. “Whitby wants my final idea tonight, in any case. So maybe after homework . . .”

Vivian let her words trail, thrown by an odd sight in her driveway. Their gardener was pushing his rickety lawn mower up his truck’s ramp, even though by the look of their front lawn, he hadn’t mowed. This infernal gardener was a whole thing for Vivian. When they’d first arrived in Belleport, she’d hired a jaunty, absurdly efficient chain called Ramirez Bros. to do their landscaping, only to learn that Belleport old-timers used an ancient botanist named Richard who rattled around town in a decrepit red pickup and took three days to mow a single yard. She had no love for this inefficient, overly expensive, slow-moving specimen of a man, but Richard was the norm, and Vivian needed normal. She told Bailey they’d pick their conversation up inside, once she dealt with Richard.

“Good afternoon,” said Vivian, emerging from her car. “Is it broken or something?” She pointed to the mower, covered in grass that wasn’t theirs.

“No,” said Richard, who had never much liked being spoken to by Vivian, or any human, really. “Your husband said ‘no go.’”

“I’m sorry?” said Vivian, who had never much liked speaking to Richard either. “He told you not to mow?”

“That’s right,” said Richard, grunting as he got the mower into place.

“But why?” asked Vivian. “How?”

Their aging landscaper cast her a look that reminded Vivian that he was in the midst of a physical activity and she was not.

“Ask him,” Richard answered. “I have no idea.”

“Well, I surely will! If you could just—could you wait a minute?” She pulled out her phone to demand why Alan had done this. If their grass got any longer, Whitby would accuse Vivian of doing No Mow May.

“I’ve got the mower in now.” Richard shook his head. “You can ask him in the yard.”

While Vivian was leaving a message on Alan’s cell, Richard peeled out of her driveway. Why did so many Belleport women keep this wretched man employed? And would it put her on the outs with them if she did not?

Nettled and offended, Vivian headed to the backyard, wondering if one of the pool fellows had returned and dissuaded Richard from mowing because of the flags they’d placed about. But a Paradise Plunge worker was not what Vivian found. There in the play home, barefoot in a pair of white jeans she hadn’t known he had, was her wedded husband. He was sitting on the edge of the bed’s mattress, and he didn’t have a shirt on. He also had no robe.

“What in the hell?” she yelped. “How long have you been out here? Why aren’t you at work?!”

“Well, that’s what I’m trying to figure out, actually,” he answered. “Whether work is working.”

“What?” she said, annoyed by his opaqueness. “And why’d you send away Richard? Our grass needs to be cut! That’s literally the first thing with the Annes, that the grass be short.”

“Well, those guys are gonna dig up our yard anyway, so that’s a weird concern.”

“Wait,” she said, her stomach dropping. “Have you been home all day?”

“Long enough to see those Pool Plungers molest our acreage. Look at our grass, Vivian. It’s practically emerald. And you want to tear it up?”

“You were in the house while they were here?” she said. “Where? Why?”

“I was in my house, yes,” said Alan. “And now I’m in this one. Both places are my right.”

“This isn’t a house, Alan. This is a play home. And you have a job.” She hesitated. “You do still have a job, right?”

Alan lifted a vessel he’d placed between his feet and proceeded to drink from it. It smelled like it had coffee in it, but it wasn’t an actual coffee cup. It was a porcelain vase.

“Alan?” said Vivian, her voice trembling a bit.

“Yes, dear?”

“You didn’t . . . you didn’t quit, did you? Over this dairy thing?”

“Quit? No,” he said, cupping the vase between his knees. “I’m just giving myself a little bird’s-eye view, here. Or, you know, man on the ground.”

Alan wasn’t making sense, he wasn’t dressed correctly, he was drinking from a vase. Was it possible that he’d had a stroke? Or a psychotic break?

Vivian activated the soft voice she used to speak in when toddler Bailey needed calming down. “You know what I’m gonna do, honey, is I’m gonna call the doctor. With all this outdoor sitting, maybe you got bitten by something, a spider or a—”

“Do you ever think, Viv,” said Alan, indicating the home in front of them that the mini house was based on, “that our home’s a little large?”

In lieu of a response, Vivian stood there blinking. He’d asked this question already, about the house feeling too big. Just the other day.

“I’m gonna go and call them,” she announced. “Maybe they have a last-minute cancellation. I’ll just go and check.”

Phone in hand, Vivian headed for the contained space of her Suburban where she would feel safe and held instead of limp and flailing. Her armpits, they were sweating. Her stomach felt all twisted. Serafina had not minced words about this: To be competitive in the seeding, Vivian’s home had to be perfect. Her life had to be perfect. The grass Vivian could take care of. Her husband having a nervous breakdown she could not.

“Hi there,” Vivian said when a receptionist picked up. “I’m a patient, or rather, my husband is a patient?”

“Name,” said the woman, glumly. “Birth date.”

Vivian gave her answers.

“It’s about my husband. Something’s . . . really wrong. He didn’t go to work today. And last week he came home early a couple times.”

“Fever?” asked the woman. “Is he experiencing shortness of breath?”

“I don’t know about any fever. I haven’t, I don’t know.”

“Difficulty breathing?”

“He’s just not himself,” said Vivian. “He’s . . . he doesn’t have a shirt on.”

“I see,” said the woman. “Do you prefer mornings or afternoons?”

“Honestly,” said Vivian, “this is a high-stress time for me? So if Dr. Weber could see him today, that would really help . . .”

“The next appointment I have is, let’s see . . .” said the woman, “is the twenty-seventh.”

“You don’t have anything earlier this month? I fear he’s really—”

“The twenty-seventh of June,” the receptionist corrected.

“But this is an emergency!” Vivian retorted. “He’s acting really strange!”

“Why don’t you start by taking his temperature?” said the woman, testily. “And does the twenty-seventh work?”

Vivian lingered in her car’s cocoon after the call. The leather underneath her thighs was warm, the sunlight through the windows even warmer. Maybe if she delayed, the world outside would regularize. Alan would stop acting nutso and get himself to work. Cars were the safest places, right? Lightning, tornadoes, you stayed inside your car? But no, hiding wouldn’t do, especially out here in the driveway where anyone could see her. Vivian had to right the ship, conduct business as usual. Thaw something for dinner later, plead with Richard to come back and mow their lawn, pull a party theme out of the ether.

This too shall pass, Vivian told herself as she regained her home. Even tornadoes eventually move on.
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BUT THE TORNADO hit her house. Landfall, 4 p.m. Vivian was searching for a set of skorts she’d recently ordered when she heard a bloodcurdling “Yoo-hoo!” from downstairs.

Vivian’s closet was big enough that she could hide inside it, that was the first thing she thought of. Second thought was that if this had been a normal Monday, she and Serafina would have been doing Pilates and catching up about their weekends, except that Serafina didn’t want to hang out anymore. Thirdly, she’d been looking forward to brainstorming party concepts with Bailey. Fourth thought, she’d left Whitby waiting, and Whitby didn’t like that.

Vivian found her regnant in the foyer, diaphanous in silk. The second Whitby saw Vivian, she pulled a yoga block from her wicker carryall.

“Oh,” said Vivian, coloring, “is there an, um, a yoga lesson? Did I miss that text?”

“This is for your grass, dear,” said Whitby, pushing the block into her hands. “I always keep a few in my trunk for emergencies like this.”

“The grass, yes,” said Vivian, the block heavy with shame. “I was going to text you about that. Richard just left—his mower went kaput.”

Whitby smiled sweetly, then adjusted the block in Vivian’s hands. “What you’re going to want to do is turn it the other way.” Vivian had been grasping the block vertically; Whitby turned it on its side. “Now you see how high your grass is allowed to get, per the Belleport bylaws. It’s such a helpful trick.”

“He was supposed to cut it today, I swear—”

“Oh, I’m not blaming you, obviously! Please give that to Richard.” With her billowing pleats in tow, Whitby walked herself into Vivian’s kitchen, chattering as she went. “He’s never been the same since running over the Prescotts’ dog. It really took something out of him, you know. Anyway, grass isn’t why I’m here! It’s end of day, my little one! So voilà, je suis là!”

Christ on crutches, Whitby was here to collect on Vivian’s theme. Not only did Vivian have nothing to deliver, but Whitby was currently arranging herself on a stool that gave her an unobstructed view of the backyard, where Vivian’s husband was having—using her kids’ parlance—a total menty b.

“Why don’t we sit in the living room?” suggested Vivian, who could only imagine what Whitby would think if she saw Alan home, shirtless, on a weekday, mooning at their grass. “It’s a lot more comfortable.”

“Save your fancy for the party!” said Whitby, spreading her skirt out. “Don’t waste it on me. Let’s drink something while you tell me. Do you have champagne?”

“I have prosecco?” Vivian gulped.

“Oh my God, you’re such a hoot! Sparkling water will be fine. Now go on, regale me! What’s it gonna be?”

Looking out the window at the problematic playhouse where Alan had emerged to look up at the sky, Vivian had a sudden vision: that nutty character in Alice in Wonderland, the one with the tall hat. Her skin started tingling, but she had to tamp this impulse down. This idea, it wasn’t vetted. Wasn’t crowdsourced, wasn’t researched, it just came from her gut. Plus, a Mad Hatter tea party wasn’t fancy, not by Connecticut standards. The galas and fundraisers Vivian had experienced since moving to Greenwich had been flashy and outlandish, usually involving some form of cultural appropriation that saw Bailey up in arms: Arabian Nights, The Jungle Book, Hawaiian luau. Last December (theme: Frozen), Alyson Davies had her first floor professionally flooded so that the guests could ice-skate. At the Jungle Book school bash, there’d been a real giraffe.

Vivian stalled to open the fizzy water. Or maybe the idea was great? If nothing else, it would capture Whitby’s attention, keep her from turning around to discover Alan in the yard. What did she have to lose, except everything she’d wanted?

“Okay,” said Vivian, after a big breath. “So I was thinking of the Mad Hatter?”

“Go on,” said Whitby, her face betraying nothing.

“Like, an upside-down world, but . . . elegant?” Vivian tipped the water out, her mind tumbling faster than the pour. She thought back to her stagehand days in high school, the many sets she’d built and painted, the costumes she’d adjusted. “Embroidered tablecloths? Clocks telling the wrong time, little cakes under glass . . . sorry, what are those things called?” Vivian rounded her hands.

“Cloches?” said Whitby, her lips pursed. “So you’re thinking a tea party?”

“A tea party but . . . deranged.” Vivian nodded a little, agreeing with herself. “Deranged, but elegant.”

“I know the meaning of ‘deranged,’ dear. I majored in Russian history.”

Vivian swallowed, desperate to convince herself that the idea was landing. “Perfect, then you get it. Moss on all the tables. Piles of stacked china. Birdcages in the trees with . . . little lights inside.” My God, thought Vivian as she kept spewing ideas. I’m going to need an entire event-planning committee to pull this party off.

“I can’t say I’m not intrigued,” said Whitby, leaning closer. “A fresh take on Alice in Wonderland? A party that isn’t a dinner or one of those heavy hors d’oeuvres duds? I might even like it.” Whitby drummed her nails against the counter, each of those nails capable of texting the rest of the Annes about Vivian’s provincial plan. “But let’s watch out for fire hazards? And no actual rabbits? We’re having a problem with them, have you noticed? I guess it’s breeding season.”

“I have!” Vivian responded, a little loudly. “Just this weekend, there were three under my car.”

“Oh eww.” Whitby recoiled. “You must get that checked out.”

“Not in the car,” said Vivian, since Whitby appeared to have misheard her. “Just eating under it. I—”

“And obviously, no gingham?” continued Whitby, sitting straighter. “Like, the party can’t be twee.”

“No, no, obviously, of course not,” Vivian stammered, trying to remember the luxury designer that Serafina adored. The designer had the same name as her, just differently pronounced, and the last name—oh! She had it! “I was picturing more . . . Vivienne Westwood in tonality?” Vivian was invincible. This idea was fire. “In fact, I was sort of thinking—what if Richard doesn’t exactly hurry back? Like, wouldn’t it be so Westwood to have slightly longer grass, only for the party, obviously, and then I’d have it cut . . .”

“We-st-wood,” Whitby repeated, breaking the word into several syllables. “You little minx! And long grass as an accessory? That’s actually very smart. Totally against the bylaws and we’ll be accused of nepotism, but I sort of like it. Don’t those little things start to bloom when the grass gets long, those purple-headed things?”

“Wildflowers?” said Vivian.

“Yeah, sure. Gauzy, tiered, ethereal? I can totally see the clothes—I’ll be the Queen of Hearts! Look at you, you did it!” She reached gaily for her seltzer. “Not that I ever doubted you. You and Alan. And on that topic, look.”

While Vivian stood there wondering what Alan had to do with her crushing the party theme, Whitby reached into her gargantuan wicker tote. On the counter, she placed the winter issue of Ad Age, the one with Alan on the cover under the headline “Genuine Intelligence.”

“You two are quite the team!” she gushed. “I mean, I knew your husband worked in advertising, but not to this extent! Where have you been hiding him?”

Vivian coughed.

“We need this kind of savvy around here, don’t you think?” said Whitby, flipping through the issue. “Something other than hedge funders? New blood and all that?”

Vivian said a silent prayer: Don’t let Whitby ask to put Alan on some board. Alan wasn’t board material. He did not volunteer.

“Because here’s the thing, Viv,” Whitby continued, closing the magazine. “You know the ultra-high-net-worth community I gave a little peekaboo of the other day?”

“Belleport North,” said Vivian, grasping her water. “It looks just beautiful.”

“Looks?” Whitby retorted. “Is. And we are talking rare. We’re just two years to launch and there are only a few lodges still available. And I think,” Whitby said, tapping her manicured forefinger on the Ad Age magazine, “that you should join us. You’re quick on your feet, Vivian. You’re a doer. And doers are my people.”

Vivian experienced the tingly, spreading feeling of comfort that you got from heated car seats. Was Whitby saying that Vivian Anderson née Felcher belonged in Belleport North? Belonged as one of them? Whatever it cost, whatever it took, Vivian would go there.

“We’re asking for an eight-hundred-K deposit to secure a lodge. The build’s three point five mil, total.”

Or rather, Vivian could idle in the parking lot of there? She could be there-adjacent? While it was Alan who controlled (and monitored) their investments, Vivian didn’t need to open their portfolio to know they didn’t have $3.5 million to invest in fitting in.

“My gosh,” said Vivian, gulping down her drink. “It’s such an opportunity.”

“That’s exactly the word,” said Whitby, nodding. “And there’s a wait list, obviously. I thought I’d bump you up.”

Vivian couldn’t help but burst into a grin. Could they really do this? If she canceled the pool, maybe, but no, definitely no. The price was ridiculous, the concept was outrageous—they didn’t have such money. But Vivian could stay her answer? Delay it with enthusiasm? Until she got into the Annes?

“I’ll have to talk to Alan, obviously,” said Vivian, coyly, “which means waiting for the right occasion—you know how men can be. But it sounds like we’d be silly not to jump on this? With only a few left?”

Whitby slapped her hands down. “See, this is what I’m saying! Eleanor? Dani? They don’t have this kind of gusto! This is exactly what I sensed in you. Derring-do. Panache. I love it, Vivvy. All of it. This oddball little theme of yours, this—wait.” Whitby’s gaze drifted out the windows. “Is there someone doing capoeira in your yard?”

Vivian forced tranquility to ooze out of her pores. She had chosen the Mad Hatter for a reason. She couldn’t back down now.

“There is,” she stated, calmly. “That’s Alan, actually? It’s a Monday thing he likes to do, to mark the end of a workday? He’s a big believer in, um, physical breaks.”

“My God, I totally get that!” said Whitby, flapping her hand around. “I’m always telling Brent, the very minute the temperature reaches seventy, if I don’t take the Domani out, it’s like, what am I even doing? Why aren’t I at sea?”

Vivian nodded solemnly, confident that at gunpoint, she wouldn’t be able to explain what Whitby was talking about.

“Well, there we have it,” Whitby said, slipping the magazine into her bag. “Dream team, you and me! Brent will be so happy! I mean, he’s seen Alan on the tennis court, what a corporate killer! I’m certain someone that competitive will understand that he just has to invest. We’ll get to plan and scheme all summer! How super fun is that?!”

So fun! thought Vivian. A $3.5 million friendship is a bargain-basement deal!

“Let’s not say anything to Alan yet, though?” said Vivian. “Just give me a little time?”

“Oh, as long as we get a deposit,” said Whitby, standing, “you can have all the time you want! I’ll leave you a brochure.”

When Whitby was gone, Vivian collapsed in the mudroom amid her children’s mucky sneakers and the waterproof footwear they never wore in rain. On one hand, Vivian was in a bind, but on the other, the bind was made of luxury materials with an impressive weft? They couldn’t seize this opportunity, but it had happened, she’d been asked! Vivian felt just as effervescent as the Pellegrino left in her glass, wily and braggadocious now that her stock was on the rise. Plus, she had her theme! Unlike Alice, who had to shrink to fit down the rabbit hole, Vivian felt larger than life. With lifted spirits, she grabbed her car keys to go fetch Sunny from her after-school activity. Their resident animal lover would love her party theme.
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So many of today’s disaster offerings are subterranean. But who wants to spend their end days underground? The 1,200-acre residential safe haven of Belleport North features one-of-a-kind secured residences with lodging both above and in the earth. Should another pandemic come our way, you’ll love the undisturbed views of Adirondack nature from the craftsman-style library complete with oversized stone fireplace and a concealed door leading to a cedar closet for summer fur storage. Nuclear winter? Economic collapse? You won’t even notice it in your basement cigar lounge and seven-person movie theater. And when it comes to recreation, the resort amenities at Belleport North are unparalleled: Trap shooting, duck hunting, ice fishing, and wildlife stalking will be seasonally offered, while archery, whittling, and bird-watching will be available year-round, environmental conditions permitting. Will you be joining our exclusive community with your private art collection? Our customizable art bunkers guarantee the preservation and unbridled enjoyment of your finest art. Built-to-order gyms and saltwater swimming pools are on offer for the health conscious, and military-grade protection equipment will ensure—
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In the kitchen that was much quieter now that Vivian was out of it, and had thus stopped yelling at him for stretching in the yard while she had that wretched woman over, Alan was able to turn his attention to the nonsense on their counter. What in the world was this brochure? Beneath faux-rustic-style typography sat a photo of a bloated log cabin. Through the picture window of what was probably the living room, a souped-up elliptical machine awaited someone oblivious enough to exercise beneath the chandelier of roughly several thousand antlers placed above it. Alan turned the brochure over. The contact was Brent Mackesy, Whitby’s asshat husband, a commercial real estate developer who was as impoverished intellectually as he was financially affluent. Brent was the kind of man who seared steaks with his initials. He wore canvas club belts with whales on them and loafers without socks. Beneath the virtual gardens and “high-specification exercise machines” on the leaflet’s cover, Alan pictured a kraken drowning buyers with promises of same-day delivery and 0 percent APR.

One of the things his wife had begged of him before leaving was to “get out of the house,” and come to think of it, that was just what he would do. A “constitutional,” wasn’t that what the British called them, a walk to clear one’s mind? In all the years that Alan had lived in Belleport, he’d never walked farther than the mailbox; he’d never even walked to his own club. It was high time he changed that. He’d take himself for a little walkabout, and—in a concession to his wife’s feelings—he’d even don a shirt.

From his upstairs closet, Alan chose a roomy linen item he never got to wear because Vivian said it made him look like 1980s Michael Bolton, but on a pirate ship. Which was exactly why Alan had purchased it, if he was being honest. At the time, he and Kenny had just won their first Fortune 500 client for Orris + Anderson, and Alan wanted to start dressing in a way that matched his new creative power. He’d gone a little overboard in a Swedish concept shop that had just opened on Michigan Avenue, which was where the shirt was from. The shopgirls had assured him the drawstring neckline was masculine but erotic, the look poetic but workaday as well. Unfortunately, the item proved challenging to style with a blazer, so Alan never tried it at the office, and when he attempted it for barbecues, Vivian called him “Captain Anderson.” The roomy sleeves and breezy fabric felt like just the thing for a nice walk around the neighborhood, however. The shirt was going on.

Once out his front door, Alan was surprised to discover that Belleport had quite the infrastructure for pedestrians. While he occasionally passed people walking their dogs on his way to and from work, he couldn’t say he’d realized this was happening on a sidewalk. How nice that he could stroll about without worrying about cars! He decided to journey in the direction of Otter Rock Drive, where his shirt could billow and flap from the breeze off the Sound, but Alan made it only three blocks before his wife’s friend Serafina stopped him in her boxy car. This was something Alan hadn’t accounted for when he’d decided to go walking: the “neighbor” part of neighborhood.

“Hey, Al,” she said, leaning out the window with her considerable mass of hair. “Are you late for the apocalypse?”

“Huh?” Alan didn’t mean to grunt, it was just that he hadn’t spoken in some time.

“You’re shoeless,” she said, flicking a finger toward his feet. “It’s giving post-society. And I see you got the brochure?”

Alan looked down. He was, in fact, shoeless. Also, he was grasping the Belleport North brochure. He thought he’d left it in the kitchen. Little matter; the first trash bin he came upon, he would throw it out.

“Where the end times are only the beginning,” Serafina said in an exaggerated baritone. It took Alan several moments to realize she was quoting from the Belleport North brochure. “I mean, you certainly look the part!” She laughed. “But how do we even get there, right? Are we assuming car-charging stations work in the apocalypse? I mean, I don’t think a single car charge is getting anybody to the Adirondacks.”

Whenever Alan heard or came upon something that he knew was going to trend, an electric current zipped through him. He had this feeling now. Since Tesla ownership had become taboo, helicopters would be the hot new mode of transport for the ultra-wealthy. Instinctively, Alan reached for his phone to tell Kenny to lock down this new market, but he couldn’t do that. Earlier that morning, Alan had stored his cell phone in the same place as his computer, to get some space from all the “Where are you????” texts coming in from Kenny. Well, wasn’t this a wild feeling? Alan was a man outdoors, in possession of an idea that he couldn’t tell his phone. He waited to feel disgruntled by this—restless—but it didn’t happen. Apparently, he could have an insight that he didn’t email anybody, and the world would continue to turn.

“It’s ridiculous,” Alan replied belatedly, stuffing the brochure in his back pocket. “It really makes you think how we’re going about things wrong. Disconnection. Misperceptions. It’s just so ludicrous.” He scratched something on his face, unclear whether Serafina grasped what he was saying. “Did you know that captains used to bring cows onto steamships so travelers could have fresh milk? And now, what? The cows are hidden. The milk, it appears in cartons, not linked to anything.”

Serafina smiled in the thin way Vivian smiled when Alan asked her for the location of something that he’d lost: a charger, a pressed shirt.

“You okay there, buddy?” asked Serafina, tilting her head. “Why don’t I give you a ride home? Let’s get you some footwear?”

Alan was about to explain that while he hadn’t meant to set out of the house barefoot, it was steadying to feel the ground beneath him, when Eleanor Ashberry came around the corner with a fleet of terriers.

“Hullo there!” she cried, over canine yips and yaps. “Well, would you look at that!” From beneath her patchwork skirt, she slipped off her arch-support sandals to stretch her toes in solidarity. “I love barefoot walking! It’s so good for the tendons!”

“Jesus, Ellie, put those things away.” Serafina grimaced. “Whitby’s on the warpath! Do you two even know each other?”

Alan only knew of Eleanor because of the unflattering things Vivian said behind her back, so he held his tongue.

“Eleanor Ashberry!” She stuck her hand out for him to shake, not an easy task with the leashes wrapped around it.

“Alan Anderson,” said Alan. “I’m Vivian’s husband.”

“Great,” said Serafina. “Marvelous. Now that we’ve made introductions, let’s get our shoes back on?”

“I’d rather not,” said Eleanor, as one dog lowered its scrawny butt to pee. “I’ve been having all these problems with my rhombus of Michaelis, and walking barefoot is so good for the back.”

Serafina rolled her eyes. “Alan? If you value marriage? Because I don’t know what this is.” She indicated his white outfit. “Let’s get you in the car.”

“I would,” said Alan, who knew Vivian would hate hearing he’d stepped out of the house barefoot, but wasn’t yet willing to abandon the real and vital feeling that came from being footloose without a phone. “It’s just that I might be doing something where I don’t use cars this week?”

“Okay, you know what?” said Serafina, thrusting her Volvo into gear. “There’s no need to be rude. Not my circus. Not my monkeys. It’s your funeral.”

Alan watched Serafina’s car recede into the distance, unclear what his wife liked about this woman. She was a little much. Also, if he gave up on cars, how would he get to work? He hadn’t thought of that.

“Some people just don’t get it.” Eleanor tugged her dog so it wouldn’t pee on Alan’s foot. “Do they still make Rollerblades? Sorry . . .” She was struggling to manage her dogs’ leashes, tangled as they were around her waist and legs. “’Cause that’s also a nice way to get around.”

“Let me help,” said Alan, taking Eleanor’s footwear and two of the dogs. “We can walk together.”

Once the pups were stabilized and they started walking, Alan found himself enjoying Eleanor’s conversation despite its circuitousness. Turned out socializing was pleasant when you had nothing to sell! Alan could simply listen without guessing her consumer type: loyal, impulse, discount. Anyway, it didn’t sound like Eleanor consumed much; from what he pieced together, she grew her own herbs and was into making candles and elaborate origami. Fuck that Belleport North brochure. If the apocalypse did come, Eleanor Ashberry seemed like a great contact.

As they approached the lighthouse that Eleanor explained she walked to twice a day, Alan allowed himself to get candid regarding the questions his playing hooky had brought up. Like, what did you do with a door that was swollen? Why did his daughter want to be driven everywhere, even though she had a bike? And how was it that he’d never walked out to the lighthouse, much less twice a day?

“You know what you should do, is garden,” suggested Eleanor, kindly. “It’s so good for the mind. And then, ha ha, for some of the year, you don’t have to drive to the supermarket, so that solves the thing with cars! Oh God. Speaking of gardening.” Eleanor jutted her chin toward a woman approaching them via a path that appeared to wind through the dunes, leading from the beach up to the lighthouse. Alan couldn’t make out who it was until she was nearly upon them, and even then, he wasn’t sure. She had broad shoulders and a man’s shirt on. On her head, a sun hat. There were two Rhodesian Ridgebacks gleaming at her side, looking down at Eleanor’s terriers with obvious disappointment.

“Eleanor,” the woman said. “Alan, yes? The one who takes vodka instead of gin in his martinis like some kind of knucklehead?”

Margaret, it came back to him. Vivian was intimidated by her, and from the change in Eleanor’s countenance, Eleanor was too. He remembered that the woman had accosted him at the bar of the country club for the very reason she’d described.

“Guilty as charged,” he said.

This made Margaret laugh. “Do you know what Francis here just found?” She indicated the dog to her right.

“What?” said Eleanor.

“A dead cod.”

“Wow,” said Alan. “Is that bad?”

“Not if you like cod!” Margaret guffawed. “In any case, we’ll continue our walk now. Got to get our steps in!”

Once Margaret was at a safe distance, Eleanor relaxed. “Oof! We got through that without any casualties, good for us!” She laughed. “Did you know Margaret won the New Milford Blossom Festival last year? I think for her potatoes?”

“I did not, in fact, know that.”

“Red potato. Or was it fingerling? Ooh! If you get one of Margaret’s potatoes and cut off a piece with an eye on it, you can grow your own!”

“Wait,” said Alan, shook. “You grow potatoes by putting . . . a potato in the ground?”

“As long as it has an eye on it,” said Eleanor. “You can be spud buds!”

Once back at the intersection between Otter Rock Drive and Alden Court, they parted ways, Eleanor going left with all her terriers and Alan heading right, stepping on a spiky pod thing on his final stretch toward home. He’d never contemplated the fecundity of his soil or that the Sound they were so proud to live by had cod swimming around. Fishing had been a passion of his uncle’s, but Alan had never accompanied Uncle Jack on his angling outings; only his sister, Aubrey, had. During the spring weekends he’d stayed home, Alan had never once considered it: They weren’t just catching fish at Jack’s lake cabin, they were probably cooking them as well.

Something was occurring to Alan as the puncture wound from the pod he’d stepped on bled a little bit. He was a rube. A real embarrassment. Getting his food from counters, never going to the sea, driving back and forth to work like some kind of lab rat when there were all these places to walk barefoot to and new-old people to meet? He’d thought his life impressive; he’d thought himself invincible. But actually, Alan was ignorant and pretty ineffective. If he were a contestant on his beloved survival show, he’d barely last two days.
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ONLY TWENTY-FOUR HOURS after spontaneously choosing “The Mad Hatter” as her party theme, Vivian found her life aping the duality of Lewis Carroll’s creation. In the real world, it was a Tuesday, and she was on her way to pick up Bailey, Sunny having gone with a classmate to her after-school riding lesson. But in the wonderland (or the underland, as Vivian had started to think of it), not only had Alan stayed home from work again but his expedition from the prior evening had the neighborhood abuzz. Vivian’s phone had nearly short-circuited from Whitby’s texts about it, but because Vivian had lied and said that Alan had a barefoot product he was doing market research for, she was now contending with a second wave of inquiries from so-called barefoot fans.


Alyson, 11:10 a.m.:

I’m not usually one to jump on something like this, but is it true that walking barefoot can improve your sleep? I’ve been struggling with insomnia . . . 




Amanda, 2:12 p.m.:

omg so ready for the barefoot comeback! Did I hear your husband does kung fu? Could you let me know who he studies with when you get a moment? Maybe we could get him to @Bodiesbyamanda!!!




Margaret, 2:13 p.m.:

Hello there and good afternoon. Do you know where your husband gets his linen shirts from? I like the way his falls.



The mess of this was stifling. Vivian couldn’t breathe. Alan Anderson, staying home and acting strange when what she needed was his workaholism and perennial absence. She’d managed to concoct a somewhat believable reason for his shoelessness, but what she really needed was her normal husband back, so she didn’t have to fabricate anything at all.

Vivian tried to slow her thoughts down, but whenever there was a disconnect between the way she wanted to portray herself and the way things actually were, anxiety took hold. The overwhelm reminded her of the first time she’d dared to invite a classmate to her house back in the fifth grade. Morgan Kessler was a gawky girl who loved collage and puffy stickers. They’d gotten close in art class, and Vivian was excited by the prospect of a possible best friend. But when Morgan trudged inside with her heavy backpack, Vivian watched her eyes move to the pet-hair-covered couch smothered in women’s clothing, the open boxes of unidentifiable things piled behind the couch, more clothes hanging from the door to the bathroom and the dead plants on the windowsill; she saw her breathe in the stench of kitty litter sour in the air. “There’s nowhere to play here,” was what the girl had said. By the end of the following school day, every ten-year-old in Greystone knew that Val’s house smelled.

You cover up your messes, you keep them away from people. But eventually, tumors become visible underneath the skin. Every fiber of Vivian’s being wanted to run from whatever was happening to Alan, but there was a part of her—maybe a darker part—that wondered if she hadn’t conjured this herself. There was a certain thrill to it, Alan breaking rules. The thrill was fleeting and misplaced, but it shot through Vivian regardless. Was her husband brave? At the very least, iconoclastic—and iconoclastic, she could use. Could Vivian pass off his odd behavior as thematic for her party?

A Mad Hatter event with a mad spouse. If Vivian embraced weirdness, she’d be free to build so much. Refuse and gilded filth, heavy sets of vintage brass key rings pushed inside a tree hollow, glazed mushroom caps on tables, empty crab shells scattered here and there, candelabra holding taper candles of varying heights. Vivian could put an antique trunk or two in the yard during her party, fill them up with oddities. What would the keys open? What would they unlock? She knew she shouldn’t think this way—going toward the mess instead of away from it—but the wrongness was intoxicating.

It also felt familiar. When Vivian had been younger, working behind the scenes on plays—Bye Bye Birdie, Pippin—the hammering and painting, the construction of new worlds helped her to leave her known one behind. It was a stunted skill of hers, set design—but it was in her like a dormant virus waiting to flare up. She supposed it lay in everyone, the drive to give up safety, to get a little feral. After all, the story behind the Mad Hatter wasn’t as she’d remembered it from her childhood. She’d understood the Hatter to be a wacky person, eccentric and free. It was only in doing research for her party that Vivian realized Carroll wrote the Mad Hatter as an actual hatter; someone whose brain was injured from the mercury used to cure animal pelts for hats.


Serafina, 2:19 p.m.:

I’m sorry if last night’s text was surprising. It was surprising to see your husband without shoes! I forgot to ask you btw, are you guys actually thinking of investing in Whitby’s Adirondack thing?



“Mom!” Bailey rapped on the car window. “Can you unlock the door?”

Vivian was so distracted, she’d hardly realized she’d arrived at Bailey’s school, much less remembered to get out of her car. It seemed the only place to escape from these invasive text messages was in her head, and in her party. Could she harvest fireflies to get around using candles? Fireflies in jars would look so much better than anything battery-operated. She could hang the jars from branches. It would be so magical.

“Mom!” yelled Bailey again.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Vivian, unlocking the doors.

“Earth to Mom, Jesus. Do I need to drive?”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry. It’s just—I came up with the right theme and Whitby actually likes it! So my mind’s just go, go, go.”

“No kidding,” said Bailey, throwing her backpack on the seat. “You said you wanted to brainstorm, but we never did.”

“Oh, we still have tons to brainstorm,” Vivian assured her. “I have so many ideas. But she just burst over, and I had to give her something, and then the evening got away from me. Please, B., don’t be mad?”

“Whatever,” said Bailey with a head shake. “I had too much homework anyway. You gonna tell me what it is?”

Vivian pressed her palms into her thighs, relieved her daughter forgave her poor time management, but still nervous to announce. “The thing is, you have to like it. It’s too late if not.”

“You have a captive audience,” said Bailey, clicking on her seat belt.

“It’s the Mad Hatter,” said Vivian, pulling onto the main road. “A Mad Hatter tea party!”

Bailey cocked her head, absorbing this. “That’s out of the box for you,” she noted. “I think I kind of like it. The Mad Hatter’s rad.”

Vivian blushed. That was two people, now. Two picky people who approved!

“We can have Dad be the Mad Hatter,” said Bailey, “since he’s acting nuts.”

Vivian stopped smiling. She hadn’t succeeded. Worry had found her girls.
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In relation to the harsher states above them and the hurricane-prone unfortunates below, people didn’t usually associate Connecticut with volatile weather, but in the barometric lead-up to summer, storms came fast and hard. By the time Vivian and Bailey made it to Sunny’s barn, the clear skies had turned gloomy. Cirrus clouds thickened and lowered, expansive as a bruise. When Vivian turned off the car, the firmament was nearly purple, the leaves showing their pale underbellies in the rising wind.

In the barn, instructor Casey was barking orders to the girls bringing horses in before the storm.

“Just in time!” she called when she saw the Andersons. “I think Sunny took one of the back trails—definitely run and find her. I think we could get lightning.”

“Lightning?” repeated Bailey as they took off at a trot. “Should we even be here? The barn roofs are made of metal!”

Vivian and Bailey tore outside and around a pasture to follow a muddy path from the cleared land into the dense woods. The tangy odor of pine needles hit them like a balsam wave, and the ground became softer, cooler, blanketed with spongy moss and ferns. Vivian shouldn’t be thinking this—her daughter was in danger—but an observation was an observation. She made a mental note to come back and gather moss for her party. The antique trunks she’d thought of, she could line them with this soft and verdant stuff—they paid enough in board at the stable to warrant such a borrowing.

“There she is. Oh! Mom!” Bailey lowered her voice to a whisper. At the edge of a small clearing, Sunny was in her riding clothes, mere feet from a . . . no. It couldn’t be. Vivian was overdue to see the optometrist. On the highway, the girls had to read important signs for her. What she was seeing was a deer or something.

“My God, Mom! Do something!” Bailey grabbed her arm. “It’s an adult! They’re dangerous!”

The labyrinth she’d been living in restructured around her. Vivian’s daughter was standing a Frisbee throw from a humped and terrifying ruminant, known to destroy vehicles and people. It had its head bowed to her. Was Vivian in the wonderland, an underland, a hellscape? Sunny was talking to the moose.

You have nothing to fear but . . . mauling, disfigurement, and/or potential death? What would Tawny Grover say in such a situation, seeing as she didn’t have children and hadn’t ever had to rescue her younger daughter from a fucking moose? Antlers rose from the animal’s dank fur like cypresses from swamp water, errant leaves hanging from one like a clump of moss. In the clearing, Sunny lifted her arms up. And the gigantic thing advanced. They were so close now, if Sunny moved a little, she could touch its ancient forehead with her palm. Bailey inched forward to see better, but her foot landed on a branch. The resulting crack made the moose startle. When the moose’s massive eyes turned to them, it made a bellowing sound that would ricochet inside Vivian for hours after that. It took a few steps back and turned with more dexterity than Vivian would have thought possible for a creature of that size. And then it crashed through the woods back to wherever it had come from, disappearing from their sight.

“Shit,” said Bailey. “I ruined it.”

Vivian’s heart was racing. What had they just witnessed? Then her maternal instincts kicked in like an airbag. She hurried to her daughter.

“What the hell were you thinking?! You can’t get that close to meese, Sun! Those things are deadly!”

“Moose,” Sunny corrected. “And deadly? Harley’s the sweetest one there is!”

“What are you even talking about?” Vivian wanted to shake her. “Enough of this. Enough! You can’t be out here training animals, training wild animals. It’s one thing with your horse, Sun, but a moose? You could have been killed!”

“He would never hurt me! We were just talking!”

“It’s about to storm, Susannah!” Vivian yelled in the rising wind. “You can’t be this stupid! Get back to the car!”

“Not until you apologize!” Sunny stood her ground, the zippers on her paddock boots glinting in the pre-storm sunlight piercing the canopy of trees around them.

“To who?” asked Bailey.

“To Harley!” answered Sunny. “Mommy called him ‘deadly’! He heard everything she said!”

Vivian grabbed her daughter by the arm—a little hard, she could admit that.

“You’re . . . you’re grounded!” she shouted, not knowing what she would ground her from, since the only thing Sunny did with her free time was come out to the barn and do weird stuff in the woods.
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THEY DROVE THE first few miles home in silence, Vivian white-knuckling the steering wheel and Bailey digesting the sight of her first moose. But when the storm broke into rain, so did the tension in the car.

“Whatever this is, it needs to stop,” Vivian yelled over the raindrops. “Hawks and rearing horses and mooses in the woods? You can’t be feeding all these wild things!”

“The plural of ‘moose’ is ‘moose,’ Mom,” chided Sunny. “And Theodore was a raven, not a hawk.”

“You get my point!” cried Vivian. “You can’t be feeding wild animals! Naming them! These aren’t Disney creatures, Sunny. You could get really, really hurt, not to mention sick from whatever diseases those things are carrying—and God, then there’s the liability, if something happens—”

“You don’t even get it!” said Sunny. “I’m not feeding them, I’m talking to them. I can talk to animals.”

“Honey, I’m sure you think that, but—”

“No.” She jutted her chin. “I really can. I can talk to animals. I’ve wanted to tell you, but I knew that you’d freak out.”

“Like . . . talk talk? And they obey you?” Bailey asked cautiously.

“B.! Do not encourage her.”

“Encourage her?” sneered Bailey. “We just saw her communicating with a fucking moose.”

Vivian gave up. She gave up on the swearing. She gave up on parenting. A text had come through from Serafina, visible to everyone in the car thanks to her annoying Bluetooth.

Hey sweets—everything okay? You didn’t write me back.

“I can hear them also,” Sunny was saying to her sister.

“Like, for how long?” asked Bailey. “How long’ve you been able to?”

Vivian dictated a response to her phone.

It’s just continued work stuff. A’s just been really dressed.

“Stressed!” Vivian yelled, trying to get her phone to course correct. “He’s just been really stressed!”

The phone sent both revisions to Serafina, not by Vivian’s request. “Ugh!” she cried. “Girls, I’m sorry, I can’t—” Vivian tried to center herself, focus on her driving. “It’s fine to have an imagination. And it’s fine to have a bond like the one you have with your horse. But you can’t talk to animals. That is not a thing.”

“No, it isn’t a thing,” said Sunny. “It’s a fact.”

“Okay, girls? I need to focus on driving, or we’re going to have an accident. Just . . . let me think a little. We’ll deal with this at home.”
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In the kitchen, Alan—who was still wearing the pirate-looking man blouse she’d insisted he throw out—had piled every jar and can and bouillon cube they owned onto the counter.

“What is all this?” Vivian shrieked, surveying the rubble of canned food. “What are you doing? And why are you walking around everywhere like some kind of nutcase?”

“Walking around?” said Alan, who was, in fact, still barefoot.

“Hi, Dad,” said Sunny, oblivious to Vivian’s hysteria and the mussed state of her dad.

“Well, hello to you, too, Sun-bun!” Alan pulled Sunny into him, which stopped Bailey in her tracks. He wasn’t one for hugging, tousling hair, pet names, all that. “And Bailey-Bee! How are you?”

Bailey’s eyes went wider. “Wow,” she said, her face pale. “I don’t know how to respond.”

“I just found Susannah with a moose, Alan,” said Vivian, slamming her purse onto a stool. “Talking to a moose. She thinks she can talk to animals. During a lightning storm!”

“I can talk to animals,” said Sunny, removing creamed corn from Alan’s pile. “Like, basically any kind?”

“Well, now!” said Alan, ruffling her hair again. “If that isn’t the coolest thing I’ve ever—”

“No, no, it isn’t cool, and I don’t want a food drive in my house! This is supposed to be for me, you guys!” Vivian’s voice cracked with emotion. “My one big special summer! Instead, you’re going around barefoot and making everybody text me, and dressing like a—” Vivian pursed her lips.

“A troubadour?” Bailey suggested. “One of those medieval guys that goes around singing songs?”

“Just make it stop,” cried Vivian. “Just pull it together! And get back on your horse, Sunny! Stop being such a weirdo!”

Vivian paused her diatribe. She was in control of nothing. How dumb she’d been, how silly, to think she could make the best of this. That this was all “on theme.” And now she’d called her sweet daughter a weirdo. Which was true. But wasn’t nice.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I’m really very sorry. God, I wish the pool was in.” She touched her fingers to her headache. “I would give anything to be under the water.”

“We’re getting a pool?” Sunny gawped.

“Ooh, this is not on me,” said Bailey, crossing her arms.

“Oh shit,” said Vivian, too upset not to swear. “I messed up the surprise.”

“But Mom!” cried Sunny, who usually called her “Mommy.” “That will be so bad for the animals! I just got the rabbits back, and I was working on the fox—”

“You know what?” said Vivian, flashing toward her family like a fish changing direction. “I’m taking myself out for a nice dinner at the club! You all can sit here and help clean up your father’s . . . leaning tower of Campbell’s! I’m going to have myself a Caesar salad with a giant glass of—”

“By my calculations,” Alan interrupted, removing a sack of pinto beans from a drawer and adding it to the pile, “we have enough stuff on this counter to be food sovereign for a month.”

“Dad?” said Bailey. “Are you becoming a prepper?”

“You know,” said Alan, but it wasn’t clear to whom. “I read that brochure of yours. I scrutinized the hogwash. A gazillion-dollar bunker? Art lockers, for what? Do they really think balloon dogs are gonna be worth something if the zombies come? No,” he said solemnly. “It seems high time we realize that less is just enough.”

Alan’s family, and his comestibles, absorbed this pitch in silence.

“It’s called a pantry,” said Vivian. “You keep a pantry full.”

“I do love me some creamed corn, though,” said Bailey, admiring the can in front of Sunny.

“I literally can’t take this,” announced Vivian, grabbing her purse. “Do what you want tonight, but tomorrow? You’re going back to work, Alan. You’re putting shoes on. Girls, you do your homework. Get this crazy train on track. And Alan?” This was what it had come to, she was gonna use the big one. “Would you wash your fucking hair?!”

When Vivian reached the front door, she remembered another nonnegotiable in her season to rise. “And tomorrow is the lobster dinner! We’re sitting with the Everetts!”

Alan said something back to her. She did not hear what.
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THE MIDPOINT OF the week arrived, and still, Alan was feeling too expansive and transcendent to take himself to work. Maybe someone at the office had come up with the perfect tagline for men’s whole-body deodorant; maybe someone had finally gotten in touch with farmer Daniel: Alan didn’t know. In addition to letting not Jesus, but Kenneth take the wheel, Alan was also trusting nature with his hygiene. His barefoot walk with Eleanor had reminded him of the ocean’s proximity to his residence, and that morning’s dip had proved that seawater tonified and deodorized much better than anything in his bathroom cabinet. And what did it matter, really, if he ever debriefed with Daniel? Alan had come to terms with seeing the alt farmer only in his dreams, which felt like an on-brand way to keep in touch. While he didn’t dream of Daniel every night, the dreams were fairly frequent, usually consisting of Daniel delivering a numinous aphorism in minimal garb. Go outside. Or: The trees will heal you. Or: Screens are prison bars.

His situation was serious, of course—Alan had stayed home from work multiple days in a row and he hadn’t announced why (his phone was still in his dresser drawer with his computer, both long dead by now). But it felt fantastic! He was living for himself for once, experiencing existence instead of branding it. He’d go into the office next week: Next week was the ticket. In the grand scheme of things, what was one more day—well, two more days—of this sensual time-out? After all, Orris + Anderson was Alan’s company. Or half of it was. The world would keep on spinning inside 100 Landmark Square while he sat in his backyard and figured his shit out.

Besides: Alan had important plans. Before going AWOL, he’d had Jacquelyn order One Hundred Years of Solitude so he could find the line about the cows and parse what Daniel had meant by it. And that morning, the novel had arrived. (Alan regretted finding the package; he would have liked Travis to bring it out to him personally, but he supposed the man was busy.)

So far, Alan had read only two pages because the book was so revelatory, it was difficult to continue. “The world was so recent that many things lacked names,” read one of the first lines. Cloaked in the poetry of his roomy linen shirt-blouse, Alan tried to imagine it, the glory and the freedom of a world without trademarks. Right now, the only place that world existed was in his green backyard, because Office Alan had seen the word banks listing what belonged to whom. Somewhere in his dead computer, entire spreadsheets full of nouns owned by corporations that no other companies could use. “Leaf” belonged to Nissan, “Plump” to L’Oréal. To think there was a time when a leaf was a living, flapping entity just doing its thing in nature unburdened and unnamed? It made his mind go blank. A literal emptying. How long had it been since he’d done a mental purge? It had been forever, because he’d never done one. For the last three decades, Alan had been thinking and writing and striving for other people to sell their fat-free yogurts and home insurance policies, their electric cars and lawn mowers. For the last three hours he’d been thinking for himself, and it was a DRUG.

Alan understood it now, the undertow of anarchy, the pull of quiet rebellion. Christopher McCandless squatting in the Alaskan wilderness, freezing in a school bus. Ted Kaczynski scribbling an anti-tech manifesto in a plywood cabin. Occasionally, you zoomed out of the game of life to find the game was rigged. Most people went right back to playing, moving their tokens, passing Go, and collecting money to buy carcinogenic cereal, but Alan? No, not Alan. Because Alan had Daniel.

On the brink of failure with his cortisol sky-high, Alan had thought Daniel a raging lunatic during the New York pitch, but it was becoming clear that he was a soothsayer, speaking straight to Alan. Yes, he’d been the author of his doomsday, but he’d also been a savior. Daniel Ellery alone had removed Alan Anderson from the march of more. Sure, Vivian was the one with the shopping problem, indoctrinated to believe she was superior to others because she had a Vitamix, but wasn’t Alan the reason his wife wanted such expensive things? What was an adman, really, but a homegrown terrorist, convincing people that their lives were not worth living unless they bought new stuff?

There was so much to contemplate about the value of a life lived without barcodes and online shopping carts; there was so much he hadn’t learned. The breadth of his futility outside his corporate office, it emasculated him. Alan didn’t even know if their house was on well water, for example. Didn’t know which plants were edible, definitely could not start a fire without a store-bought match. Alan had just pledged to find a massive journal to keep track of all his failings when he saw Sunny come onto the deck across the yard. From the dimness of the sun and the fury of the insects, it appeared he’d spent all day philosophizing. It was later than he’d thought. Gingerly, with two hands on a bag that appeared a little squirrelly, his daughter picked her way down the wet steps to the lawn. The precipitation must have occurred when he was napping, an activity that Alan had heretofore not been able to indulge in but was now excelling at.

“Hey there, Sunny girl!” called Alan, rising with some difficulty to show her where he was. All this slumping under the playhouse’s low ceiling was doing detrimental things to his core strength.

“Daddy, it’s a problem,” said Sunny, holding the bag aloft. It bore the logo of their country club. This was a bad sign. Earlier, he’d told Vivian he was pulling out of surf-and-turf night and she’d pitched a fit. Now that she was home from it, she’d pitch a fit again.

“They gave her one alive?” he asked, because the bag was moving.

“Daddy, please,” she begged, “he’s terrified.” She choked back tears. “He just saw his entire family boiled!” The dam of her tears broke.

This was a hard one—Alan lived for lobster. The buttery flesh with just the right amount of brine, beer in a cool glass? The crisp air in the club’s lounge, he could have had a gin and tonic, but no, he’d slept and read and fought a fight that felt important, a fight to live with less. But did this mean he was committing to never eating lobster? Or just not eating lobster in front of his little girl?

“Aww, honey, it’s okay,” soothed Alan. “He’s gonna be okay.”

“Please, Daddy, don’t eat him,” she sniffled, refusing to budge. “Please, you have to promise.”

Was this lobster a metaphor? A message from Daniel? Thrashing and clawing and raising utter hell, the lobster wanted out. Alan pulled his shirt’s drawstrings, summoning courage, sacrifice. Alan understood the lobster’s need to evolve beyond his present.

“Sunny,” he said, reaching for her free hand, “I am going to promise you. I will. Not. Eat. That. Lobster.”

“Oh, Daddy, thank you!!” She collapsed into his arms, his tiny girl who smelled of sweat and almonds. “His name is Lenny. They just ate his whole family! All the people! At the club!”

“Jesus,” answered Alan, who hadn’t really thought about the plight of lobsters, how they piled up in supermarket aquariums waiting for some sadist to come by the fish department in the mood to splurge.

“So what exactly do we do with him, with Lenny the Lobster?” asked Alan, who could bear not eating this lobster but would most probably definitely eat lobster again. “Should we throw him in the ocean?”

“Not yet,” said Sunny, her face gone serious. “He needs to rest. He needs to heal. Mom wants you to come in, though. She says that you need dinner. We already ate.”

Dinner. Okay, dinner. When had he eaten last? He’d been in the playhouse the whole day, was that even possible? Alan looked at the Belleport Country Club insignia on the sack where the lobster’s claw was moving like a limb inside a womb. Was the bag a metaphor? Was the lobster a message? Freedom is outside, he imagined Daniel explaining. Well, Alan couldn’t stay outside, he had nothing in the playhouse except water, butt wipes, and a novel in translation. That, and a lobster he’d just vowed not to eat.
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IN THE KITCHEN, Vivian was washing dishes and Bailey was preparing to mix something in a blender.

“Hello, mi familia!” said Alan walking in, with his arms open.

“Oh my God, Dad,” said Bailey, wide-eyed. “You have, like, visible sweat stains on your poet blousy thing?”

“Well, sweetie,” he said, “the human body sweats.”

“You’ve tracked in so much grass!” Vivian scowled. “If you’re gonna boycott footwear, can you leave the lawn outside?”

“How was the ol’ surf and turf?” Alan asked, sitting at the island. Vivian loved to talk about the country club, so he hoped that held true now.

“What dinner was, was very expensive, seeing that you signed up for it and then you didn’t come,” said Vivian, snatching the lobster bag from Sunny. “I’m going to need a little assistance understanding what I’m supposed to say when people ask about you.” She marched to the refrigerator, where she placed the lobster on top of a bag of grapes. “And I’m not making you a lobster at this hour. You can have potato salad.”

“No,” said Sunny, yanking the fridge open to rescue the lobster from their Sub-Zero. “No one’s making lobster. Dad promised not to eat him.”

“Was that the lobster’s request, or yours?” Vivian asked Sunny, grabbing the mayonnaise. “You know how much that thing cost?”

“Personally, I’m grateful.” Alan smiled at his younger daughter. “I’d honestly never considered the horrors lobsters witness. Potato salad sounds just right.”

But Alan looked with longing at their refrigerator. The salad would be better with capers, which he knew were in there, somewhere. Daniel would tell him to be content with what he had.

“So, Sunny,” Alan said, digging into his food with the fork that Vivian had launched his way. “How’s the riding going?”

“For fuck’s sake!” said Vivian, spinning straight around.

Alan dropped his fork. His wife was swearing now.

“I told you about the horses, Alan! The barn is not a safe topic at this given point in time. Get with the program!” She looked on the verge of tears.

“That’s just the thing, though, isn’t it?” Alan asked. “The program? Keeps us programmed?”

The room fell oddly silent. Sunny looked back and forth between one parent and the next. “Riding’s not riding right now, really,” Sunny finally answered. “The horses don’t want to be ridden. I mean, at least, not how they have been—”

“Dad, please,” said Bailey, turning from the blender she was feeding a variety of fruit to. “Is it a dare? Are you working on a mental health campaign or something? One of those new apps?” She pressed a button on the blender, making it impossible for anyone to answer until the blending ceased.

“Alan! Is it?” said Vivian, once the machine came to a stop. “Is this for an ad?”

“Is what for an ad?”

“All of this nonsense! This caveman shit! The . . . refusing to shower and staying home from work!”

“No joke about the showering.” Bailey poured her concoction into a pint glass. “You don’t smell so good.”

Alan sniffed his armpits. It was true that he could have made more thorough use of the butt wipes Vivian had left him. “Maybe we should contemplate whether cloaking our natural odors is unnatural?” he said, making a mental note to wash his clothes in the ocean the next day. “The effort, the cost, the toll on the environment caused by people masking their natural musk? It’s astonishing, when you think about it. And somewhat misguided.” He chewed potatoes. “You know the world’s first deodorant was actually called Mum? Telegraphing ‘discretion.’ But of course, everyone thought the name had to do with bad-smelling mothers.” Alan shook his head. “That’s what we call, in the biz, a ‘verbal disaster.’”

“If you’re gonna eat, I would love you to focus on eating,” barked Vivian. “I’ve had an exceptionally long night and I’d like to go to bed with the kitchen clean so I can hold on to a shred of mental health.”

“Did the deodorant work?” asked Sunny, chewing on a carrot.

“It worked incredibly well! Held off odor and bacteria for days. Only problem was that it used aluminum to clog your pores, so—”

“Sorry, are we not going to talk about this?” asked Bailey, with blueberry-stained lips. “How Dad is living in the yard?”

“He’s not living in the yard, Bailey, he’s just . . . processing a difficult time at work.” Vivian was using a careful tone; the drawbridge was still up. “And we are going to talk about it,” she added with a side-eye at her husband, “when you all go to bed.”

“Actually?” said Alan, who had turned down lobster, resisted capers, and was indomitable. “I was thinking that I’d sleep outside tonight. Sleep inside the playhouse?” Alan wasn’t sure why he put a question mark on this statement. He was done with life indoors.







(STILL) MAY






31


Alan’s sleeping with a lobster in the playhouse. (Not like that; for company.) He won’t come in the house. Not even for the bathroom. I think he’s pooping in the woods?




How long can someone avoid going to work before they get fired, even if it’s their own company? Can you get fired from a company you founded?




Do you think I can pull off a Mad Hatter theme if the Mad Hatter is my spouse?



For a week now, Vivian had been composing voicemails she had no one to send to. Normally at that hour on a Wednesday, she’d be fast-walking with Serafina around the neighborhood, discussing the renovations underway—or needed—on the homes they passed, so she felt the particular sting of that day’s emptiness like a small burn in her heart. Not that Vivian could admit how gnarly things were getting to someone who was both a queen bee and a Queen Anne, but she could have told Sera something, a sugarcoated version that would have offered some catharsis. Even if their Friday breakfast conversations had been somewhat mundane—complaints about the new age traditions at Bailey’s school, a mean horse at Sunny’s barn—it had still been talking. It had been friendship. Hadn’t it been friendship? Maybe it hadn’t been, because it had disappeared real fast.

Since Vivian didn’t develop female friendships with the ease of other women, Alan sometimes stepped in to listen to her social troubles. But now that he was the source of her problems, she couldn’t go to him. Who could Vivian confide in about his ongoing breakdown? He wasn’t driving, wasn’t working, he’d forsaken his cell phone, he wasn’t showering or grooming, she had no clue what he was eating, he was living in a shed. There wasn’t a woman in Connecticut who wouldn’t blame Vivian for her husband’s behavior. And she couldn’t make it stop! What leverage did she have, exactly? She couldn’t cut him off, because their money was Alan’s. She couldn’t threaten to embarrass him because this new version of her husband saw nothing to be embarrassed about. She couldn’t even withhold sex because Alan was more interested in communing with the great outdoors than with her.

The only bright spot was that shortly after the lobster dinner at the country club, Whitby had absconded to the Adirondacks for further construction-related issues, so she wasn’t around to spy on the developments with Vivian’s protohuman. Though Whitby still checked on Vivian occasionally, the texts weren’t coming as often as before. Yet even this reprieve was bittersweet. With Vivian’s husband having moved into a mini model of their home, Vivian was feeling so unmoored and starved for contact, it embarrassed her to realize that she preferred Whitby’s harassment to her nonchalance.

And she missed her Alan, too. As angry as Vivian was with him for completely changing personalities during a high-stakes moment in her life, she still missed her partner, her companion, her sidekick in moving up. Vivian missed how they’d wind an evening down together, with Alan grumbling about some branding decision he couldn’t comprehend—why did Dunkin’ Donuts get rid of the word “Donuts”?; why was every beverage in the universe focused on gut health? And she missed helping him succeed, missed helping him prepare for pitches, missed the victory spoils that he brought back from every fight.

At the moment, Vivian couldn’t even wallow with her children, because much to her chagrin, they seemed to have taken Alan’s side. Or if not taken his side, exactly, they were having fun with this new version of their dad who had asked her only yesterday if she wouldn’t mind fetching them ingredients to make s’mores, because he couldn’t forage them himself.

Accordingly, Vivian was feeling more lost than usual in the downtown garden shop where she currently found herself. She had come there to purchase Teacher Appreciation presents for the end of school, but staring at the squash seeds and the cucumbers, she’d lost track of why she’d come. Lost track of her body, too, because when she reached for the tomato seeds, she smacked into Dani Fabler.

“Excuse us,” Dani said, cradling a plant. “Anaheims.”

“No, forgive me,” said Vivian. “Wait, I’m sorry, what?”

“Anaheim peppers.” She pointed at the plant. “They’re on sale today.”

“Oh,” said Vivian, blushing for some reason. “Peppers! Are they hot?”

Even to her own ears, Vivian sounded bonkers. What did people who weren’t having a crisis talk about with rivals?

“So you garden, then?” asked Vivian, belatedly realizing she already knew the answer—they’d discussed this at her house.

“Just in the kitchen,” Dani answered, kindly. “Standard kitchen plants. You? Those look like great tomatoes.” Dani indicated the heirloom mix Vivian was clutching like a lifeline.

“Garden? Me? No, no. These are for my daughters’ teachers; an end-of-the-year thing? We used to bring in cookies, but Covid killed, like, everything homemade?” Vivian was all nerves and poor reflexes, so starved was she for conversation. “It’s something I saw on Instagram,” she continued. “You clamp a little note on the packets, like, ‘Thanks for helping my kid grow,’ and—gosh, that sounds so stupid. But I think they like it?”

“That’s not stupid at all. It’s a lovely gesture. I might steal it for thank-you presents! Although I kind of hope I don’t grow any more than this,” said Dani, referring to her five-ten frame. “Anyway, Vivian, I was hoping we could—”

“Oh, I also wanted—” Vivian tripped over her words.

“Ladies first,” said Dani, opening her hand.

“Oh, it’s nothing, it’s just that . . .” This was the wrong instinct, she was following the wrong instinct. Dani was being nice to her, and Vivian was in need of human contact. There was no reason to show her up. And yet perhaps it would be just the thing to do, really, remind Dani that Vivian had been in Belleport longer than Dani, that she was desired, too.

“What is it?” Dani asked, holding her pepper at an angle.

“Oh, it’s nothing, really,” said Vivian, altering her tone. “It’s just that, you know Whitby’s project in the Adirondacks? When you brought it up in my garden, she hadn’t talked to me about it yet, but now, in fact, she has. I mean, in like a lot more detail than she gave us as a group. It sounds like there’s only three left or something. She really wants us in.”

From the lift of Dani’s chin, Vivian saw she was impressed. This made Vivian feel good for about three seconds, and then she felt like shit.

“Oh, really,” Dani said, troubling a pepper leaf. “So are you going to do it?”

“Well,” stalled Vivian, exchanging her tomatoes nonchalantly for some goldenrod. “I don’t know yet. We have so much going on, and it’s obviously so pricey and . . . kind of pessimistic? Though I guess it’s good to be prepared?”

“I would just . . . I would just research first,” said Dani. “Is the thing.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I would just be cautious.”

Cautious? What did that mean? Did Dani Fabler think that Vivian wasn’t good with money? That she was naive?

“The market for those kinds of shelters, it’s . . .” Dani looked for the words, but apparently she couldn’t find them. “Well, it’s just not proven. If you catch my drift? Anyway.” She flapped her free hand, like the subject of a $3.5 million log cabin needn’t be pursued. “I wanted to call you, but I don’t have your number.”

“Oh?” said Vivian, plucking nine more packets of goldenrod from the seedling shelf. “What about?”

“It’s a little, well—” Dani wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know how to word this? It’s a little . . . sensitive.”

Vivian’s chest pulled tight as a bongo.

“This morning?” Dani continued, nearly at a whisper. “I think I saw your husband washing his hair in my birdbath?”

This was the place to faint, really. All these natural remedies. Death among the calendula and the Boston ferns. Vivian had asked Alan—she had begged him—to keep his meltdown to the confines of their yard.

“I was having coffee,” Dani continued, “and . . . well, there he was. I mean, I’ve only seen him a few times, so maybe I’m wrong but . . . white jeans? A white shirt thing? A bandana round his—”

Those squiggly things that sometimes popped up in Vivian’s vision took over her field of view.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” said Vivian, feeling every inch the fool. Pretending that she might invest in Whitby’s apocalyptic lodge, that she knew what goldenrod was, that she had nothing to hide. “He’s going through this . . . it’s work related. Did you two . . . interact?”

“I tried to,” Dani answered. “I mean, I was preparing to go talk to him, not because I was mad or anything. I was just kind of curious. But by the time I got out there, he was halfway down the road. And he didn’t, well, he didn’t have shoes on? I don’t know if I should say that. I’m not sure if I should be saying any of this? But I thought you’d want to know.”

Dani didn’t look pleased to share this information, which made the whole thing worse. “It’s not for me to pry,” she said with discomfort. “I know we barely know each other, and of course you have other people to confide in. But is everything okay?”

Vivian wasn’t going to confess to a near stranger in the seed aisle of Botanical Bliss. Not when she was so close to having everything that would make it all okay.

“I’m really very sorry,” said Vivian, her voice tight. “Did . . . anybody see?”

“I’m not going to tell anyone, if that’s what you’re worried about,” said Dani, attempting to touch her. “I’m not that kind of gal. But probably, yeah, people saw him. I mean, with the wet hair—”

“Oh God,” said Vivian, whose head was spinning. “I think I need to sit.”

As if she were born to do this, Dani grabbed a rubber planter from the sale aisle and flipped it over for her.

“Do you have any water?” Dani asked. “Maybe you’re dehydrated?”

“I left it in the car.”

“I can get you something,” she said gamely. “I think they sell like eighteen-dollar cups of lemonade?”

Despite her misery, Vivian laughed.

“Or you know what would be even better?” Dani said. “A dirty martini. Crammed with electrolytes. Not a lot of people know that. Guess it’s a . . . chef thing.”

Could Vivian sink into this, allow herself to feel grateful for her rival’s kindness? But no, that was too reckless! Dani was the enemy! She was competition! She grew her own peppers and had seen Alan’s wet head!

“Not that you need alcohol presently,” said Dani. “I’m just saying. If you ever, I mean, listen. I know we’re both up for the same spot in the Queen Annes and all, but I don’t really truck in antifeminism feminism. We’re all in this together.”

Vivian gazed up from the planter. Did Dani really mean it? They could coexist? Maybe even become friends?

“So if you ever want to talk?” continued Dani. “I promise you. Like, I promise you. I am literally a vault. And if I may? I would press pause on that investment. It might not be the right time to—”

From her pocketbook, Vivian heard her phone ring. Please: Let it be spam. She fished her phone out. It was Alan’s partner.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Dani. “But I have to take this.”

Underneath Vivian, the rubber planter did its best to hold her.

“Kenneth, hi . . . !” she started.

Kenneth was trying to reach Alan. Everyone was trying to reach Alan. He wasn’t on his email, he wasn’t on his phone. Enough was quite enough. The team needed responses and answers and corporate fires stamped out. Kenneth was coming over. Kenneth was putting an end to this. Kenneth had nearly arrived at Vivian’s house.
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“HE’S LIVING IN the yard?” said Kenneth, whom Vivian had braved imprisonment for excess speeding to beat home. He had just handed her a crystal skull of vodka he thought her children would enjoy—the skull, he clarified, not necessarily the vodka—the brand was a client. Vivian put it on the kitchen counter among the breakfast items her daughters hadn’t cleared. She and Kenneth should be drinking that vodka, instead of the coffee she’d made too light because of nerves.

“Well, in the playhouse, technically,” she said.

“I see.” Kenneth sat down at the island. He looked dejected. This made Vivian feel worse than she already did. Kenneth would be the first person outside their family to witness Alan’s attempts to homestead in the yard.

Kenneth looked at his smartwatch. Then he looked out the front door toward his car. The reassurance of his Jaguar seemed to give him strength.

“Well! No time like the present!” he announced, taking bravely to his feet. “Vivian, you’ll wait here?”

“Sure,” she said, picking up his golf sweater, which had fallen to the floor.
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IT WAS YET another beautiful day. Had Alan ever noticed—like truly clocked—how many beautiful days there were in Belleport? He was no longer using the internet (time to see again with his own eyes!), but he had to guess there were at least two hundred days out of the year here without rain; almost as many without clouds. Granted, today was another steamy one, but so good for the pores!

Alan was just rolling up Sunny’s Pokémon sleeping bag that he’d been using as a comforter when what to his wondering eyes should appear but his business partner crossing the yard!

“Ken-dog!” Alan cried, delighted for the visit. “What a surprise!”

“That’s a word we could use,” said Kenneth, hitting him on the back during their embrace, which further pressed Alan’s tunic into his sweaty skin.

“You’ve got quite the manse here,” noted Kenneth, peeking into the playhouse. “Complete with chandelier.”

“I just found that in the garage!” said Alan. “Jerry-rigged it. Only works with candles.”

“Is that right,” said Kenneth, clucking. “And . . . sorry, is that a . . . lobster?”

“Aww, that’s Lenny,” Alan said, crossing his arms proudly. “Sunny got him for me last night. Or a few nights ago, Vivian did. Sorry, losing track!”

“And that’s . . . a little pool, then, that you’ve set up for him?”

“It’s technically a beverage tub. We really underutilize the beach! To think that it’s just there, with all its healthy, briny water. Just a hop, skip, and a jump down there, and I got him all set up!”

“So you’re just . . . is this like a pet, then?”

“I’m grateful for the company. Did you know that lobsters are actually very smart?”

“Alan, listen,” said his partner, scratching behind his neck. “It’s a bit . . . it’s a bit pungent, to be honest. Can we sit on the deck?”

Alan’s face fell. He couldn’t help it. Why was the beauty (and freedom!) of alfresco playhouse living so hard to compute? As a nod to his partner’s frustration over what he probably considered professional abandonment, Alan would compromise: They could sit on the playhouse’s tiny porch. The back deck wasn’t a possibility. Alan was becoming more and more uncomfortable in or near the main house.
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Vivian brought them out her orange drinks, hovering until Kenneth said they’d holler if they needed anything further, which—as this was Alan’s house and not a restaurant—did not feel very nice.

“Let’s get down to brass tacks here, friend,” said Kenneth, moving deep into the child-sized beach chair that couldn’t take sudden shifts in weight. “Just what is going on? We took a wallop there for sure, but we’ve got the non-wine wine campaign in the pipeline, looks like we’ll nab robo pooch, lots to get excited over.”

“Hmm,” said Alan, swirling his glass. “Isn’t this tasty? Orange juice and iced tea, who would have thought?”

“Alan,” Kenneth said. “You’re our creative director. You’re my goddamn partner. You cannot disappear. I’ve had no idea what to tell people. Not the creatives, not the clients. You haven’t even called.”

“You know, I’m still working on the language for it, Kenneth. Might have to focus group it.”

“This is no time for laughs, Alan. No time for laughs at all.”

“Well, if I had to put a name on it, I think I’d say I’m ceasing.”

“Ceasing?!” said his partner. “My God, have you been diagnosed with something?”

“Cease, cows, life is short.”

“Alan. Alan,” Kenneth repeated. “Are you quitting? You’re not quitting. Listen—it will be a massive inconvenience, but we can arrange an even longer break. Something official. Something with real paperwork. A, what do they call it . . . a sabbatical? An enrichment visit somewhere. Do you need help? Have you gotten into drugs?”

“Once I learn to fish properly, I’m going hard on omega-3.”

“Are you seeing a therapist, is what I’m asking. Are we happy with your doctor? I don’t mean to sound an alarm bell, but I’m thinking: MRI.”

“Apártense, vacas,” Alan said. He had been practicing. He’d gotten the Spanish down.

“Alan, you haven’t been in since the tenth. You’re living with a crustacean. You . . . you frankly look like hell. Your poor wife. Think of your kids. Think of our clients! Your feet look like fucking Sasquatch, man. Pull it together!”

“But that’s exactly what I’m doing!” said Alan. “I am pulling it together. I’m pulling it together and bringing it all in front of me and realizing I have so much here”—he pointed to his belly—“and here”—he pointed toward the house, where his wife was staring through the window at them—“and here”—he pointed toward the Long Island Sound. “I’ve been overlooking all this, trying to sell people on more, more, more! I just need a time-out.”

“Right,” said Kenneth. “And that can be arranged. But you can’t—Alan, you need to be discreet, here. If word gets out . . . if the non-wine people hear that you’ve gone crazy—”

“But isn’t the crazy thing to make wine that isn’t wine? Hamburgers that aren’t hamburgers? Pet dogs that run on batteries?”

“This isn’t an act, is it?” Kenneth asked. “Like a spoof? Like a fiftieth-birthday thing that someone put you up to?”

“Aww, when’s the big five-oh, again?” Alan asked. “I’ll get you a lobster! I’m telling you, they’re smart!”

Kenneth’s face was red. It was always red. He struggled with psoriasis that he’d once confessed to Alan had caused him to be bullied as a child. They’d been in the bathroom of the Phoenician during Brandweek, and Kenny had been on a gin and tonic tear.

“You could take the whole ship down, Alan. You could take the Whole. Ship. Down.”

“I’m not taking anybody down, Kenneth. I’m just figuring things out here. Just finding myself. I’m making do with less, because less is always more.”

“Well, I highly suggest against doing that. That’s a terrible course of action. Crossroads, maybe, Betty Ford? We can pay for it. Or some of it, I’ll have to check. But we just need you away, I think. For a wee bit. Away would be quite good.”

Alan smiled at his baked potato colleague and his silly little outfit. Alan wasn’t going anywhere. Alan was exactly where he needed to be: growing, learning. Refusing to pay tribute to the archdemon of more.
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AS THE WEEKEND light streamed into the bedroom she now slept in alone, Vivian curled against the headboard with an iPad, allegedly planning the setup for her party, factually stewing in a hot pot of emotions. That her husband was wearing white now and occasionally going barefoot, the Belleport set could handle. That he was trying to eat dandelions and had forsaken indoor plumbing, that, Belleport could not. Whitby—who was due back any day now from yet a third trip to the Adirondacks—had started nudging Vivian about a deposit for Belleport North, and it was a testament to how batshit Alan was acting that Vivian wondered if she shouldn’t wire it over, just to buy them time.

But apparently, Vivian was the only one who needed time—Alan suddenly had reams and reams of it. At that very moment, her husband was out fishing with his offspring, for whom the school year had wrapped up. Only yesterday, he’d brought home mushrooms he’d foraged from God knew where—Vivian had refused to eat them but the children hadn’t, and nobody had died yet. Look at Alan Anderson, Alan 2.0—the man hadn’t set foot inside a grocery store in years, but all of a sudden he knew the difference between a black trumpet and a chanterelle. While a part of Vivian was happy that her children were experiencing quality time with their father, a deeper part was infuriated at how traitorous her daughters were. Had they never thought to shun him for how little time he spent with them before? Didn’t they resent that? That hadn’t messed them up? Vivian had probably logged a total of forty hours with her own dad, and never one-on-one, and she had spent her life avoiding going to therapy for the attachment issues this had created.

It helped to have the Mad Hatter fete to think of—a place to escape. From her laptop, Vivian ordered nine packs of LED flameless taper candles, solar flicker torch lights, vintage arrow signs, and some “Drink Me” cocktail stirrers to make her heart hurt less. She’d need something also that had to do with clocks. Weren’t the characters in Wonderland obsessed with time, always talking about its passage? What if she put an antique grandfather clock on the porch of the playhouse? Vivian envisioned vines straining around it and cable pulleys lifting the clock enough to create the illusion of flight and twisted space. The vines could extend to the trees, the entire yard in conversation. But where did one get vines? Could she possibly fabricate them with rope and yarn? Go to a botanical garden and cut them for herself?

The trees, they offered so many possibilities, she was actually grateful that the pool wouldn’t be built until after her party, so all the trees would be in place. The oak trees in particular had hollows she could fill with trinkets: miniature books, miniature cups, items from a dollhouse—how charming would that be? This was her strategy to win over the Annes—a buffet of surprises, a new delight at every turn, instead of one attraction that left no room for anything else. It was like the giraffe at the Fieldpoint Jungle Book fundraiser. There’d been a giraffe, sure, as well as a long line at the bar and terrible hors d’oeuvres. Once you saw the giraffe, the party lost its steam.

But Vivian’s bash would steam throughout the night. She’d set up three or four buffet tables—antique tables, long ones—and each would have a different theme. At the beverage table, where she’d have a punch bowl (of course), should she clip one of the “Drink Me” notices she planned to hand-paint, or was that too on the nose? Whitby had said no rabbits, but what about felines? The Cheshire Cat from the novel was too spooky—Vivian imagined filling the tree hollows with glowing sets of teeth. That level of macabre might be too much for the ladies, but she could lean in to the cat’s grin, like a constellation in the sky. There was a machine—Vivian had seen one at a fundraiser—that projected stars onto trees and buildings. Could she customize a projector to shine a Cheshire smile into the night?

What couldn’t she do, really? She was feeling electric—this world-building was addictive. Placing her order, Vivian was almost disappointed at having just this one party to throw. But actually, she didn’t: She could move on to Bailey’s play after this! Vivian had just started looking up recent stagings of The Tempest when she heard a commotion outside her window and got up to investigate. Alan and Travis were crashing through the shrubbery with her girls behind them. Bailey had a fishing rod and Sunny was hefting a pail that Vivian feared the contents of.

Vivian drained the rest of her coffee and wrapped her robe tight to prepare for war. As if the public act of fishing wasn’t enough drama for a Saturday, were they planning to gut their catch in the yard? She ran downstairs and out across the lawn.

“What’re you all doing?” Vivian called out, which she instantly regretted. The Petersons had eyes next door, yes, but they also had ears.

“Top of the morning to you,” said Travis, matching the smile logo on his shirt. “Is this a beautiful day, or what?”

See, this was the unnerving thing. Everyone except Vivian seemed to be having a gay old time playing pioneer. Her girls were chatting easily about the fish they’d caught, and Alan, who was wearing Sunny’s backpack for some reason, looked more rested than he had in a long time. His very eyes were twinkling! Plus, his outdoor scent was growing on her in peculiar ways. What was initially a sour odor had turned into something sharp but smoky that shot into the hardness of her belly and softened her right up. Dani’s birdbath must have something magical in it, because his hair had noticeable volume and pizzazz. More annoying still, his white clothes set off the deepening tan of his (now) outdoorsy skin. Vivian couldn’t stand the fact that her loins were warming to him. She had to make this stop.

“I know I’m sounding like a broken record here, but, Alan, we have neighbors. You can’t be gutting fish here!”

“You know how Sunny caught them?” asked Bailey, whom Vivian had not seen this animated in some time. “She literally just called out and the freaking things swam up.”

“We didn’t even need bait! It was incredible!” said Travis, who apparently had become close enough with her daughters that he knocked Sunny on the arm.

“Can you even believe it?” Alan smiled. “At this rate, thanks to this one”—there went the hair ruffling again—“we’ll have food for life! Have you all seen the rabbits lately? If we can get a bow and arrow—”

“No bunnies,” Sunny said. “They’re mating.”

Vivian held her hand up. Fishing was one thing, but she wouldn’t tolerate her girls becoming hunters. But then she held her tongue. It wouldn’t be the worst thing, a reduction in the rabbit population. There had been more bunnies by her car the other day, eating up her plants.

“I thought you were a vegetarian?” Vivian said to Sunny, who had developed an appealing stretch of freckles on her nose. “And how do you even know those fish are safe to eat?”

“Vegetarian unless the meat is sustainably hunted,” Sunny answered, adjusting the bucket. “Population control is an important part of conservation. These fish volunteered. And in any case”—she pointed at her father, and as if on cue, he removed the backpack of hers that he was wearing and squatted down with it, pulling out a bedsheet (not a good one, thankfully) that he set about arranging an assortment of fishing-related doodads on—“we’re gonna start making our own lures!” Sunny crouched down to rifle through the colorful threads and feathers spread out on the sheet. “Hookless. So it’s better for the fish. Travis made a lot of these, and he’s gonna let us have some!”

“That’s so kind of you,” said Vivian, suddenly exhausted. Maybe she should hoist up a white flag, let Travis be the mom. But she still had to be a watchdog for her family’s reputation. “I’m glad you girls are learning things, but is fishing even allowed? I mean, isn’t Margaret Mitchell always out there with her dogs? You know what’s going to happen if she—”

“Well, there you all are!” The panic Vivian felt at the familiar voice behind her nearly brought her to her knees. As their neighbor, Trudy Peterson was in a prime position to tattle to the other Queen Anne members about Vivian’s private life. Vivian’s husband looked like Robinson Crusoe, her daughters like the Lost Boys, and then there was the question of the lobster, who was out of sight inside the playhouse but trackable by smell. How could Vivian prevent future impromptu visits from the neighbors? Should she put up hedges? Spend a fortune on mature trees? Park their cars to block the view of the backyard? Put up police tape? When was this going to end?

“My goodness, is this a clinic or something?” Trudy asked after enveloping Vivian in a hug redolent of detergent and tennis balls. “You look so familiar,” she said, looking at Travis.

“I’m your Amazon deliverer.” He extended his hand to shake hers. “Travis.”

“That’s right! I knew I knew you. Gosh, isn’t this something?” Reacquaintances behind them, Trudy bent down to examine the fly things on the bedsheet. “I was quite the angler in my day, let me tell you. Look at that streamer! Did one of you make these?”

“I did,” Travis answered, “but I’m gonna teach them how.”

“What a nimble hand you have! I love this—fishing with your dad, girls? What a nice way to spend a Saturday. And Alan, aren’t you looking relaxed? I haven’t seen you on the courts lately, but I see you’ve got a good excuse.”

“I’m avoiding the club,” he said, deadpan.

“Smart chap,” said Trudy. “The new chef is a maniac. He keeps putting pastrami in my club sandwich. Anyway. Nobody was answering the phone, so I thought I’d just pop by. We got off the wait list for a Narvo!” she said, with a dramatic pause. “Petey wants to celebrate! Are you two free this evening? A little drinks and snacky thing? Blaine and Amanda are coming by too.”

“Tonight?” said Vivian, preparing herself for Alan to make a rude remark—he’d refused to go after the Narvo account years earlier because he claimed the electric trucks were shit, but now the brand was a Birkin bag on wheels, with everybody racing to get one. From his placid face and eerie smile, though, it seemed Alan didn’t remember much of his previous life as a man who bathed and drove.

“No time like the present, right?” said Trudy. “We were on the list for a full year!”

“Did you know that electric cars are a major killer of domestic pets?” said Sunny, risking full eye contact with their neighbor. “Because the dogs can’t hear them approach?”

“Honey,” Vivian chided. “It’s exciting, about the car. They’re very hard to get.”

“Hey!” said Trudy, refusing Vivian’s apologetic tone. “I love a fellow animal lover! Don’t you worry. I’ll make sure to drive very, very slowly. It’s gonna be my car—well, truck, actually! Petey can barely reverse a golf cart, his vision’s total crap.”

In the bucket, the fish were thrashing for their life.

“So how ’bout it?” Trudy tried again. “Shall we say six?”

Vivian glanced at her husband quickly, establishing The Look. If he was going to refuse to act normal and dress normal, and speak of normal things, he couldn’t leave the house.

“Actually, the thing is, Alan has this—”

But Alan interrupted her. The Look—it hadn’t worked.

“I’d love to come,” he said. “That sounds like a nice time. Congratulations on the truck.”

Even Trudy paused here, thrown by Alan’s politeness.

“Marvelous,” she said, with a twitch of wariness. “Vivian, you can’t make it?”

“You know, the thing is, Trudy,” said Vivian, trying to get Alan back onto her side, “Alan’s putting on a brave face, but he’s awfully worn down, and I just worry that—”

“Worn down?” laughed Trudy. “I’m five Ativans away from a total break, ha ha! It’s not like you have far to go,” she added, nodding at her house next door. “Six? Did we say six? Petey likes rosé, I don’t. So decide who you like more! Girls, you can come if you like, we have Nintendo in the basement?”

“I’m going to be fishing all night,” said Sunny. “Because it’s a quarter moon.”

“I see,” said Trudy. “I like how you are raising them, Viv. Sporty! Love to see it.”

Vivian gaped at her neighbor. Hadn’t Trudy noticed Alan’s chest hair? The sheer height of their grass? Alan’s diction and politeness? As Vivian stood there grappling with her neighbor’s non-reaction, Travis pulled a flashlight from his pocket to stun a fish’s head.
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Did I see the Andersons fishing??
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You mean like with a poll??!
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That would be a survey. She’s talking of the rod.

Bethany
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At the beach? I saw them, too. Don’t know who the guy was.

Bethany
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Is fishing even allowed here?! I doubt that thats allowed!? @Whitby can you comment?!

Trudy
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I, for one, think it’s awesome to see people using our shore the way it was intended. I happen to know they didn’t use a hook, so no danger to the ocean floor.

Alyson
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The OCEAN FLOOR? Were they deep sea fishing?

Marsha
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I’m just about giving up on all of you and your decoration permits. For the final time, if I don’t have decoration permits by the end of next week, whatever fourth of July decorations you are intending will basically be illegal.

Fred
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So I looked it up, and it’s not actually illegal for Belleport residents to fish as long as you’re a homeowner.

Bethany
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Guess that means you cant fish, huh LOL JK
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WHAT LOOK SAID “summertime casual” and not “my husband’s lost his mind”? Boatneck top and wide-legged pants? A maxi dress, or something that hugged the curves she still had left? Vivian knew what Alan would be wearing to the Petersons’ party—the blousy linen top, the white denim pants with a soupçon of grass stains, the red neckerchief Vivian suspected was actually a napkin, and—a new addition—a netted fishing hat whose greenish color called to mind a stomach sickness. What outfit could Vivian wear to the Petersons’ to distract from all of that? She was flicking through her sundresses (something maximalist felt right?) when Bailey strolled into Vivian’s closet with her tablet computer. Strolled—she didn’t stomp. The vitamin D from the fishing outing was doing her nervous system good.

“K, so I looked it up,” Bailey announced, her battered sneakers leaching dirt onto the carpet, “and all the big movements start with a getup just like Dad’s. Father Yod?” Bailey turned the device around to reveal a bearded man with godlike hair in all-white linen. “The Unarius? Or Unariusi?” Now Vivian was looking at a redhead in a nightdress with a gaudy satin rainbow cape around her shoulders. “The Mansons?” Vivian flinched—the women were dressed like Belleporters in organic prairie dresses. Or the Belleporters were dressed like them.

“I think we’re approaching Father Yod territory.” Bailey scrolled to a recent photo of Alan in the yard. “I mean, I’m kind of into it? But is he starting a cult, or what?”

On the screen, there was New Alan and his outfit: all white except for the bandana and the horrid hat. The facial scruff, which Vivian had interpreted as stubble, appeared more like a full beard in the photo Bailey shared. Why were his hair follicles in overdrive? And where in the discount universe had he found that awful hat?

“He’s not starting a cult, no,” said Vivian, turning from the images and connotations they evoked. Bailey had questions about her father, and that needed time, attention—but this was not the moment for a serious convo. Dressing for social outings didn’t come instinctively to Vivian; she needed concentration, focus. Behind her, Bailey plopped onto the banquette and fiddled with her tablet. Hopefully, she’d let it go so they could push this conversation to tomorrow when the Petersons’ cocktail party would be behind them and she could give her daughter her full focus. From her dresses, Vivian paused on a chiffon contender, pinned on its hanger from the dry cleaner. Was it too early in the season for the color yellow?

“Mom?” said Bailey, looking up from her cult leaders.

“Yes, yes, sorry, honey. I know the thing with Dad is . . . but we’re going out tonight. He’s going to snap out of it.”

“No, it’s not about that,” Bailey said, some color in her cheeks. “I raised the money, actually. For the play I want to do? I gave up on the firehouse, but I’m going to need costumes, sets, there will definitely be costs. So maybe we could do it end of summer, like you said? Around the pool?”

“You raised the money?” Vivian turned. What was this new era of the people she was related to living lives without her? “How?”

“I sold some of your stuff on eBay?” said Bailey, attempting a shrug. “Just things that you weren’t using.”

Vivian probably blinked six times before responding. “I’m sorry . . .” she finally managed. “Are you serious right now?”

“What?! It’s not like you noticed,” Bailey scoffed. “I’m doing you a favor.”

Vivian’s face burned. The missing workout clothes, the curling iron—she hadn’t lost her mind; her daughter had been stealing.

“That’s . . . that’s unacceptable!” Vivian’s voice wavered with rage. “That’s my personal stuff, Bailey! You can’t just sell my things!”

“You had five hair curlers, Mom. Five. Right there in that drawer.” Bailey pointed to the drawer in question.

“And that’s my private business! I don’t get on you about all your books, do I? Or the applications on your phone?”

“Oh my God. Mom. This is an actual comparison? That you’re trying to make?”

“Don’t upspeak me,” Vivian said, thrusting the dress back onto the rack. She was too angry to wear yellow. “I can’t believe this! You just deciding what you can and cannot take? From my personal things! How could you possibly think that—”

“Ex-cuse me for taking one of like fifteen thousand things! My play is really good, Mom! It’s like, really, really good! But if it doesn’t have to do with your idiotic women’s club, I guess it doesn’t count!”

“Bailey Larkin Anderson!” yelled Vivian, without a follow-up. Yes, she’d had five hair curlers in her bathroom drawer, but stocking up was preparation, and Vivian’s practice of maintaining a surplus of her favorite items had never been a problem. It had never been a problem until now.

“Don’t Bailey Larkin Anderson me,” Bailey shouted. “Do you realize how insane this is? Sunny’s talking to animals. Dad is pooping in the yard. And you’re acting like this is normal. Like you can just, I don’t know, go out to dinner and everything will be fine. Oh, and that yellow dress you keep fondling? You had three of them. I sold the one in red.”

Vivian had to keep herself from screaming. The red one still had tags. “I’ve known your dad a lot longer than you, Bailey, and if I push him on this, it’s going to get worse. Same thing with your sister and her . . . talking animals. I’m literally thinking how crazy everyone’s acting every moment of my life. So excuse me if the way I deal with everybody going bonkers is by trying to stay sane!”

“Oh, okay, Valerie,” shot back Bailey. Vivian sucked her breath in. Bailey had been ten years old when she’d changed her name to Vivian, which wasn’t young enough—of course it wasn’t—to forget that her mother had had another name before.

Bailey stormed out of Vivian’s dressing room, leaving Vivian shaking. She wanted to remove the anaconda death grip of the Spanx under her bathrobe, wipe the makeup from her eyes, text Trudy that there was no way they could attend her party, no way that Vivian could ever leave the house again. But she didn’t want to stay here with her daughter, who saw only her mistakes. Valerie becoming Vivian was the whole reason they were in a five-bedroom Federal colonial with an almost-view of the ocean in the first place, the finest schools in the nation for her undeserving girls to attend. The reason they had clothes and private bedrooms and takeout when they wanted, access to the water slide and curly fries at the club’s pool. Even if Alan was the one paying for it, Vivian produced the opportunities that these people took for granted.

She tried hard to suppress them, but a few tears went rogue. From the contested drawer where she hid her (four) curling irons, Vivian pulled out a microfiber cleaning mitt to fix her wet mascara. This would not deter her, her daughter’s cruelty, her hatefulness, her cunning observations. The stakes were higher than ever. Bailey could make fun of Vivian all she wanted, but all that Vivian wanted was for her girls to be happy and adjusted, with no shortage of wonderful friends to invite over to their house.

Standing there fixing her makeup, Vivian could only imagine the state of things if her mother had been the one staring down this mess. Complete and utter chaos. Reputations ruined. But unlike Gretchen Felcher, Vivian could square up against a challenge. Instead of wilting in a menagerie of discarded clothes and fallen tears, Vivian got hard. Vivian was her family’s offense and their defense. She’d been working too long to achieve her current station to have everything undone by a tween, a teen, and an unwashed spouse. From her jewelry case, she selected a gold chain with a sweetheart locket, inside of which she’d never put a picture, because which picture would she choose? Her two beautiful daughters who appreciated nothing? Her traitor of a husband? What she should put in there was a photo of her pool.

Dressed, perfumed, and pretty as a picture, Vivian went downstairs to prepare the fruit salad she’d promised to bring to Trudy’s. She was adding the last handful of grapes when she looked up to see a stranger on her deck. For a moment, Vivian was pulled from her hurt feelings by a tinder in her loins. She imagined “swarthy” was another word that she wasn’t supposed to think or use in 2024, but Vivian could find no other description for the figure on her porch. Was it the seawater that was giving Alan’s hair such structure? And the neckerchief thingy, it drew out the gray blue of his eyes. His linen shirt was rolled at the elbows and undone at the chest. From behind his back, he presented a tuft of newspaper with a dead fish inside.

Vivian swung the French doors open, her libido gutted.

“I’m gonna stop you right there,” she said. “We’re not bringing them that fish.”

“It’s scaled, it’s deboned, it’s ready to enjoy.” Alan entered the house in his bare feet, leaving wads of grass on her clean floors. “Did you know that Sunny’s got this wicked sense with animals? I mean, if you saw what happened at the shore—”

“It’s a phase, I tried to tell you. Just like your unemployment.” She pointed at her husband’s flounder. “Put that thing away. We’ll barbecue it in private. Grab some shoes and let’s go. We’re almost late.”

Alan looked at his fish, and then at her. “Bare is really best.”

“You cannot go over there without shoes on,” Vivian said. “You can’t, Alan. You can’t. Trudy is a Queen Anne, for God’s sake!”

“I’d have to take them off anyway.” He shrugged. “Aren’t they a shoes-off house?”

“Enough,” said Vivian, fury rising to her throat. “The buck stops here. I’m this close to everything. Everything I’ve wanted!” She pinched the air to show how close she was. “I can’t have people talking!”

“You should want people talking,” Alan said, his posture straighter. “People not talking to each other is one of the reasons we’ve become a violent nation.”

Vivian took a breath so deep it pushed her tits out. Her spiteful elder daughter was selling her possessions, her younger daughter was convinced that she had magic powers, Vivian had forgotten to order iron-on labels for her daughters’ camp clothes, and her new age husband was living in a playhouse with an uncooked lobster. Vivian was failing in every place that a woman could be failing in Connecticut. Why stop now! They set out for the Petersons’ with the fruit salad in a Tupperware and a bottle of white wine. The road was gravelly, but Alan’s convictions and his soles had hardened: He didn’t seem to notice.
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“YOU KNOW, THE real question,” pontificated Petey Peterson in his ironed shorts, “is whether they’ll come here. The water off the Cape is practically unswimmable.” Trudy nodded at her husband gravely. “We’re considering giving up our summer rental.”

“I’ll take it!” snickered Blaine, an insufferable person who was a partner at the same tort law firm as Petey. His lip filler made it look like he was having an allergic reaction to the air. “Where is it, Provincetown?”

“It’s here,” said Petey, raising his arm to replicate the shape of the Cape Cod peninsula, but with his middle finger erect.

“Ha ha,” went everyone. “Ha ha ha ha ha!”

Alan was leaning against the railing of the reproduction widow’s walk that had been Petey’s twentieth-anniversary gift to his wife. He did not look unhappy or uncomfortable. He was drinking water. Alcohol was another thing that Alan had stopped doing, except for the occasional light beer in his tiny home at sunset. Vivian couldn’t sort out if it was because people were uncomfortable but not drunk enough to show it yet, or if she’d managed to distract from his uncouthness with her perfect summer outfit, but nobody had said anything about Alan’s brave new look.

“They’ve become ungovernable,” Alan said, turning from the view. “The sharks. The orcas too. They’re taking back what’s theirs. Unionizing, if you will.”

“Unionizing!” repeated Amanda, a fitness influencer who was Blaine’s third wife. Or on course to be: Her engagement ring was planet-sized.

“No, but they really are,” said Alan. “Their underwater communication system is one of the most sophisticated in the world. They’ve identified eight leaders. The orcas are making plans, and communication of those plans is going to spread.”

“Speaking of plans,” said Petey, “a little birdie told me that—” Trudy slapped his arm.

“What?” he sputtered.

“It’s just not a common-knowledge thing yet, I don’t think?”

Please, prayed Vivian. Please don’t let this be about Alan living off the land.

“Is this about the bunkers?” Blaine piped up. “’Cause I’ve been hearing something too.”

So this wasn’t about Alan’s alternative lifestyle. This was about a problem Vivian had forgotten to feel pressured by that evening because she was under pressure from so many other things. Belleport freaking North. Since returning from her last trip to the Adirondacks, Whitby was operating at a ratio of six texts a day about Vivian’s party to one regarding Belleport North. On the second subject, Vivian had said she’d work on Alan once her Queen Anne dinner was behind them—one thing at a time was the way to that man’s heart. This false assurance tided Whitby over, but it wouldn’t shut her up.

“I saw the brochure,” said Alan. “A disgusting proposition.”

“There’s a brochure?” Amanda gasped. “I don’t think we have one? Do we have one, honey?”

So Whitby had meant it. She’d given the Andersons a leg up on the competition. That had to count for something. Vivian needed it to count.

“What makes it so disgusting?” asked Blaine, through his enormous lips.

“It’s the environmental and moral equivalent,” Alan started up, “of sitting on a high water table and drinking from someone else’s well.”

Petey arched his eyebrows. Amanda adjusted her head position as if a rearrangement of her cerebral fluid would help her make sense of Alan’s words.

“Speaking of wells,” Trudy volunteered, “I wonder if the ladies could help me make a dip?”

Vivian tensed—was Trudy trying to ease an awkward moment, or was this a surprise test? Was Vivian going to have to make a Marie Rose sauce on the fly? Identify the spinal differences between a prawn and something else? But when they reached the kitchen, Trudy doused Vivian in questions and more wine. Vivian hated that Amanda was witnessing the interrogation. Maybe Amanda needed to go to the guest room and rest a bit? It must be physically exhausting to carry a diamond meteor on one’s hand.

“Time to dish, Viv! What is going on with him?” gushed Trudy. “He’s speaking so poetically. And he’s looking kind of . . . Spanish?”

“My name is Monigo Ontoya!” Amanda teased. “Prepare to die!”

“Inigo Montoya,” corrected Vivian, for whom The Princess Bride had been a life-defining film.

“Prepare to die!” repeated Amanda.

“No, but really,” said Trudy, dumping a quarter of a wine bottle into Vivian’s seltzer. “Is it the non-drinking? Are you guys on a schedule?” Trudy leaned in over the shrimp platter that Vivian couldn’t help but notice had a bowl of chili-lime sauce with it. “Are you scheduling sex?”

Vivian felt her cheeks color. She’d been certain the ladies would be horrified by Alan’s new odor of wet grass and mollusk. The visible chest hair. The age spots on his feet. That they’d be titillated by Alan’s prehistoric turn wasn’t something she’d envisaged.

“Work’s just been so stressful,” Vivian answered, carefully. “He’s just experiencing a . . . spiritual reckoning, if you will.”

“Ooh,” said Trudy. “I love that. Spiritual but not religious. It’s exactly what I need.”

Vivian looked at her neighbor in amazement.

“So hot,” agreed Amanda, whose cleavage was almost laughable in its caramel perfection. “Who’s his teacher?”

“Teacher?”

“Like, is it a yoga thing?”

No, Vivian wanted to say, it’s mostly something he’s doing with a lobster in our daughters’ playhouse?

“No,” she said instead. “It’s pretty much self-paced.”

“Does it have a name, though?” asked Amanda. “Can you eat carbs? I’d love to tell my followers about it. I mean, I haven’t seen him in a while, but he looks really great.”

“I guess he’s trying to pay attention to what is, what is seasonal?” Vivian attempted. “But mostly? He’s just scavenging our fridge.”

“Thriftiness,” said Trudy. “You know, that’s really laudable.”

“And the barefoot thing?” Amanda continued, visibly excited. “Such bravery. You know, I always wanted to try those barefoot sneaker things for circulation, but I never did ’cause, well, let’s be honest. They’re ugly as all get-out.”

“Personally, I think it’s so impactful,” said Trudy, peeling the plastic wrap from the shrimp plate. “To watch a man stand up for something? You never get to see that.”

“I’m not sure that’s what he’s doing, really,” said Vivian, holding her wineglass like a ballast. “I mean, it’s not, like, strictly ecological, if that’s what you are thinking.” It’s more of an emotional collapse, was what she wanted to add. Instead, she gulped her wine spritz. “He’s on this big thing about how less is always more?”

“Oh,” said Amanda, her slim hand to her heart. “My God, that really lands.”

“Less is more,” Trudy repeated, shaking her head in awe. “What an inspiration.”

“That’s something you could say about it,” noted Vivian, reaching for a previously frozen shrimp.
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Is it just me or has there been a crazy amount of rabbits lately? I had to wait for a whole family at a speedbump yesterday.

Marsha

2h

@Jillian which speed bump? I would like to remind everyone that, per our Belleport bylaws, rabbits and other rodents are not permitted as domesticated pets. We don’t want a repeat of what happened in Glenville, with the geese.

Dani
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A rabbit isn’t a rodent?

Fred
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Silly goose.

Bethany
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Marsha at this point your decision to not do anything about this makes me feel totally unsafe and I know I’m not alone. Honestly how hard is it to get you’re web guy on this? This forum used to be a vital place for homeowners (I repeat: homeowners*****) to make neighborhood suggestions and now you are letting literally ANYBODY in. We deserve much better.

Eleanor
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What happened out in Glenville, though? With the geese? I didn’t know.

Trudy
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@Eleanor Goose. He operated alone.
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AT ORRIS + ANDERSON, no concept was activated without checkpoints and a game plan, yet here was Alan Anderson, living la vida rústica without a plan in sight. His wife wanted a timeline. Kenneth did as well. After more than three weeks in the playhouse (if the notches he’d been making with a screwdriver were accurate), Alan knew what he really needed was a manifesto.

He thought ten points the perfect number, but he’d written only four. Not because he didn’t understand his purpose; Alan wasn’t feeling great. He had a situation on his ankles. Bug bites—so many bug bites—that had morphed into something worse. Of course it wasn’t anything that the ocean brine couldn’t correct, but he was feeling muddleheaded, foggy in the noggin.

This was why when he saw his executive assistant crossing the backyard, he assumed it was a mirage.

“Jackie?” Alan squinted. (One could use nicknames with mirages.)

“I’m gonna tell you right now,” she said, putting her computer bag on the porch of his playhouse, “I do not want to be here. Kenneth sent me. The man does not get boundaries.”

“Wait, Jackie? Is it really, really you? This is the nicest visit! What a great surprise! Let me get you a chair. Would you like some sun tea?”

“I don’t want anything you got cooking in there. This backyard smells like SeaWorld.” Jackie pinched her nose. “I didn’t believe him. But, Alan. Holy shit.”

“I’m sorry about the odor,” said Alan, installing two kiddie beach chairs on the grass for them to sit in. He really needed to invest in adult-sized furniture but refused to go online to do so, so all his seating options came from the kids’ old beach stuff in the garage. “Once the wind changes direction, it won’t smell so much.”

“Let’s make this quick, okay?” Jackie pulled a sheaf of papers from her bag. “Kenneth wants me to come out here several times a week. To run campaign heds by you. I’d love to cut that down to one.” She wrinkled her nose. “I do not get paid enough to contend with this odor.”

“I’m so glad to see you,” Alan said, and meant it. Not only did it make him feel good to learn that he was missed, but he now had somebody to run his manifesto by. “I’m happy to do that,” he told her, “but can we make it an exchange? I’m writing what’s effectively a life statement, and I could use outside ears.”

“Nah nah nah.” Jackie shook her head. “I’m not getting into your personal mess, just the one you’ve made for O+A. Kenneth wants your take on things, which is . . . well, he’s loyal, is all I’m gonna say.” Jackie frowned at the papers she’d pulled from her computer case.

“Zero Vintage is first. Drink clean, feel great is what they’ve got, but the team thinks it sounds like a cleanse, or a laxative?” She flipped to another page. “Our grapes won’t hurt your head, a different tonality, but it’s leading with a negative.” Jackie thumbed through one more page. “Zero Vintage: All grape, no gain.”

“Apropos of that,” Alan said, picking up the journal marked “Sunny’s Summer Reading Log” he’d taken from the kitchen counter during a pilgrimage to the family fridge. “MAKING DO WITH LESS,” he’d written on the first page. “A LIFE PLAN.”

“‘You can get by with less than what you have,’” Alan read out loud, “‘and in fact, you would probably be happier with a streamlined life.’ That’s reflection number one. Why turn water into wine, right? When water is just fine?”

“Alan?” said Jackie matter-of-factly. “It took me forty-five minutes to get here. They were doing tree work on the road. Can we please just focus? We’ve got Zero Vintage to get through and the whole-body deodorant that the client wants marketed toward feet.”

“Right, and this is an exchange about that,” said Alan, indicating the energy passing between them. “‘Convention is the enemy of the wild soul.’ That’s point number two. I mean, doesn’t that apply to everything we market?”

“Know what?” said Jackie, straightening her posture. “I’m just gonna say you green-lit All grape, no gain for wine because that one’s pretty good. For the whole-body deodorant, the client wants a name. Current contenders are Atlas Fugged, KeepCalm, SureThing, Armored—”

“But those are terrible,” said Alan, his pen above the third reflection: Mosquitoes are a problem.

“Yeah,” said Jackie. “They’re terrible. It’d be cool if you came back. AllZones, Alpha Dog, Scentimental, the list gets worse and worse.”

Alan sat there thinking. What had Gabriel García Márquez said about the names? There were so many of them. His ankles itched so much.

“Alan?” prompted Jackie. “Can you think of anything? I’d love to wrap up the deodorant, at least.”

“Oh, but I am thinking,” said Alan, snapping to it. “How ’bout the name Useless because nobody would need to put deodorant on their feet if they’d just start going barefoot? I mean, shoes are literally where the problem starts. Or maybe the problem starts with names? Did you know the world was once so new that many things lacked them?” He waited for her reaction, but Jackie didn’t give one. “Like not just products,” he clarified. “Plants weren’t called things. Animals. Does that brain your blow or what?”

“This is so much worse than Kenneth said,” said Jackie with a head shake. “You’ve got to pull yourself together, man. You’ve got to see someone.”

“I’m maybe just dehydrated? And I’ve got these itches,” said Alan, scratching at his legs. “Normally I’d be collecting rainwater, except it hasn’t rained.”

Jackie dropped her papers, her face suddenly fatigued. “I really need this job, man. I’m not fooling around.”

Alan contemplated her, this twenty-something striver who had surely been imagining her executive assistant position as a step to something else, instead of what it was becoming, which was a step toward the abyss. But was this not a lesson worth imparting to his direct report? That success—material success—often felt and looked like a sprawling void of dollar signs and scorched values? Was Alan not, in fact, encouraging Jackie’s professional development by sharing all his doubts?

“But isn’t that the heart of it?” suggested Alan. “The needing of a job?”

Jackie set her jaw. “You’ve got this crazy house,” she said, gesturing across the yard to the place he used to live. “Well, two houses, if you want to count this thing.” She indicated his play home. “You’ve got a whole family. You’re going to be fine. But if they fire you, they fire me. Can you not understand that?”

Alan blinked. It was true, the house was massive. It was also true that as Alan’s executive assistant, if Alan wasn’t executing, Jackie might be redundant. He hadn’t thought of that. Right when Alan was going to point out that while he understood where she was coming from, his caving to capitalism would defeat the purpose of challenging capitalism in the first place, his observations were interrupted by yet another woman walking through his yard. This specimen was barefoot, a pair of sandals hanging from a finger. She had on a top that revealed her golden midriff. With his continued vision issues, he had to wait until the woman was nearly upon him to ID her as the attractive person who had been at their neighbors’ house the prior Saturday. He did not recall her name. He would call her Sandals, and hope she came in peace.

“Jesus Christ,” said Jackie. “It’s like an ashram up in here.”

“Aww, shoot,” said Sandals. “You beat me to him! Isn’t it amazing?” She passed an aluminum tray to Alan, still hot to the touch. He regretted the aluminum—wasteful—but he could crumple it into a toy for Lenny.

“I didn’t see your car, Al!” said Sandals, employing a nickname that Alan couldn’t stand. “And um, hi there, invisible pores!” She winked at Jackie. “Do you live in Belleport? Are you newly moved? Oh, those are date bars, by the way. Eleven grams of protein!”

“Actually, we were kind of in the middle of something?” said Jackie, brandishing her paperwork.

“My car’s in the garage,” said Alan. “That’s why you didn’t see it. I’m nixing motor vehicles as a form of transportation.”

“Isn’t he incredible?” said Sandals, touching Jackie on the shoulder. “So focused on his mission. Are you doing, like, a profile? ’Cause that’s what I was here for. He’s been doing these martial arts I know my followers would love, and I was also thinking: Barefoot sneaker collab with one of my clients? Should I just take that adorable mini rocker there, or what?”

Rendered helpless by her glowing navel, Alan watched Sandals haul the chair in question from the playhouse porch to join them on the grass. He noted that her white clothes were far cleaner than his own.

“I hope you’re not allergic to nuts,” Sandals called over her shoulder. “’Cause there are some in the date bars—ACK!” she yelped. “What is this? My God, is that a lobster?”

“Puta de madre,” said Jackie. “I’m gonna need a raise.”

Noticing that his assistant was about to blow her top, Alan jumped up to throw Lenny a few sheets of nori, determined to coax Sandals out of his play home.

“Sorry, we actually were in the middle of a meeting,” said Alan, looking toward the distant realm where Sandals’s car was parked. “What did you need help with?”

“My God, so many things!” Sandals pulled a business card from her crop top. “I couldn’t get anything out of Vivian. I just want to know the program! I’m a fitness freak—there’s a QR code on my card there—and just so into lifestyles. My followers would eat you up: the linen, the bandana, even the cute lobster—like, is that a metabolism thing, by the way? They have less fat when you keep them in the wild? But anyway, which is it? Buddhism? Zazen? Did he already tell you?” She beamed at Jackie.

“It’s an opting out,” said Alan, who felt suddenly, and solidly, that this was the right term. “A reevaluation of how to live with less so that I can live with more.”

“So it’s true, then,” said Sandals, her eyes moistening. “You’re a guru. An actual prophet. I need one more look!” She dove back inside.

“I’ve had about enough of this,” said Jackie, stuffing the papers in her bag. “Who is that awful person?”

“I frankly can’t remember,” said Alan, who knew this would be true even without the malaria he did suspect he had.

“Goose bumps, I have goose bumps,” Sandals continued yelping from the playhouse. “There aren’t any lights? OH MY GOD, IS THERE NO WI-FI!???!”

“Dude, I’m writing Kenneth,” said his assistant, typing into her phone. “And your lobster’s getting out.”

Inside the play home, Lenny had successfully maneuvered out of the beverage tub and had one claw embedded in Sunny’s sleeping bag. He desired nori. He would not be stopped. Neither would Sandals.

“You have to let me film you,” continued Sandals, oblivious to the fact that she was under lobster siege. “An IG reel, at least?”

“I don’t think my wife would like that,” Alan answered, to which Jackie muttered, “No shit,” under her breath.

“Just one quote, then,” said Sandals, appearing in the doorframe. “So I can leave here with the belly of my mind full.”

Beside him, Jackie groaned.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” said Alan, wanting to gain back the respect of his PA. “I’m not ready to go public. I’ll ask you to leave us, but I’ll share one piece of advice before you do. If you can’t resist new purchases, try reckoning with your urge to constantly buy more.”

Sandals closed her eyes for multiple beats. “Isn’t it so humbling?” she said, placing one hand on her heart. “He’s so fully in his power and he doesn’t even realize it. Namaste to you both. Thank you so much for your time.”

“Have a blessed day,” Jackie replied.

Inside the amygdala that still existed beneath the growth of his new learnings, Alan was feeling feelings, and not ones that he liked. Did his assistant think him foolish? Was he going to be visited frequently by women like Sandals who did not have lights on in their heads? What had Jackie written Kenneth?

“Looks like you’re really starting something, huh?” asked Jackie, as he walked her to her car. “Maybe I should go work for that chick. There’s still money in the girl boss.”

“I assure you, I’m not starting anything,” said Alan, looking grimly into her eyes. “In fact, I’m mostly stopping.”

From the sidewalk, a barefoot woman waved at him. She had on a white blouse. He knew not who she was.

Jacquelyn Rodríguez let out a long and tired sigh. “Let’s just go with AllZones for the deodorant, okay? It’s the only one that doesn’t stink.”
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Join the conversation!


Blaine

5h

Hi there, I’m using my fiance’s account, this is actually Amanda, Amanda Hillaby? You might know me better as @Bodiesbyamanda? I just wanted to say that there is something really, really special and potentially life-changing happening at the Andersons right now!

Bethany

4h

Finally! I was wondering who would say something?! There grass is out of control!!!

Whitby

4h

I’m at a Drip Bar appointment so can’t really type but what is going on.

Eleanor

4h

Whose grass?

Bethany

4h

The Andersons!

Whitby

4h

It’s a prop.

Bethany

4h

Whats a prop

Eleanor

4h

It’s something you use on stage. Like a decoration.

Fred

4h

Did you know that “prop” is short for “property”?

Whitby

4h

@Bethany Their *grass* is a prop. I’m aware of it. It’s under control. Sorry, who is @Fred?

Blaine

4h

Hi, I just wanted to say hi @Whitby!! Such a fan—I love the work you do for retinol! We haven’t met yet but if you ever want to drop by the studio, I can give you an acroyoga pass! Or anything you need.

Jillian

4h

Is that the thing with clowns?

Blaine

4h

Sorry, I said hi twice! Eek!!:0

Bethany

4h

Why do the Andersons get an exception on there grass while the rest of us are on grass lockdown???!

Whitby

4h

The Andersons get an exception because their grass is a landscape consideration for a party Vivian is throwing. When I say that it’s “under control,” @Bethany, that’s exactly what I mean.

Blaine

3h

@Jillian No there aren’t any clowns LOL but it is a LOT of fun!
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I’m out here defending the insane height of your grass, a text from Whitby read. It takes a LOT of energy!;) It would really be best to get your deposit in *before* the party. I’ll come by to discuss.

Vivian was in her bedroom when this text arrived—it shamed and it depressed her, that the room was hers alone. She was listening to another Strive or Die podcast, breathing through a crisis parallel to the one in which Whitby Shepard kept pressuring investment in her survival lodge. Vivian’s girls weren’t going to camp. Apparently, Bailey had already called the Wanakona secretary—cited a “family emergency.” “But that’s for deaths,” Vivian had countered. “Or people close to death?” “Well, our dad has lost his mind?” was what Bailey had said, laughing, before delivering the kicker: The girls wanted to stay home with Alan. Bailey and Sunny could help with Vivian’s bash, and also, hang with Dad? Bailey’s offer of party assistance was surely an apology for their squabble in the dressing room, but Vivian couldn’t hear it. Or rather, she heard it, but the apology didn’t hold. It slipped down the slide of the comment that outsized it—that Dad was being “fun.”

“When your goal is self-actualization and your destiny’s abundance?” Tawny Grover bellowed through Vivian’s headphones. “People are gonna try and throw you from your path; they’ll try to make you MERGE. It’s up to you—my strivers—to always stay the course.”

Vivian wanted to stay the course, but not at the risk of eviscerating their life savings. Who texted about an $800K deposit? They didn’t have the money, and “zombie lodge” wasn’t exactly on her bucket list. Vivian needed to come clean about her intentions—or lack of intentions, really. But if she told Whitby she wasn’t investing, she’d never make the Annes. What was that poem she’d learned in high school, about how tangled webs get when they’re built on deception? She was tangled up, indeed.

The door to her bedroom opened. Vivian turned, worried she’d find Whitby, but it was Sunny standing in the doorway, holding what looked like a desiccated bird.

“Sorry, honey,” said Vivian, slipping off her headphones. “I didn’t hear you. Everything okay?”

“Do you have any beads?” asked Sunny, her voice high. “We’re making wet flies. Look what Bailey made out of a pheasant feather!” She held up one of the contraptions. “Isn’t it pretty?”

Vivian examined the delicate object; it was, in fact, quite striking. The tuft golden as prairie grass, but the center was auburn and speckled, giving the appearance of porcupine quills. Vivian stroked it, wondering what happened when you got the feather wet, wondering what happened to the feather inside the prey’s dark mouth. Her daughter had made this with her sister. They were in the next room together, doing arts and crafts. It was insane what Vivian was feeling. Wickedness and envy. When her kids fought and avoided each other, that felt natural to Vivian, because that was the dynamic she’d shared with her brother, a person she had barely any relationship with now that both their parents were dead. But this uncommon harmony? This working together toward an objective that involved Alan and the outdoors? Vivian should have loved it. Cherished it. She did not at all.

“Mom?” said Sunny, who hadn’t called her “Mommy” since Vivian had disclosed the news about the pool. “Beads?”

“Beads, beads, right,” said Vivian. “You know, isn’t there a jewelry-making kit in the birthday closet? I’m pretty sure there’s a nice one in there.”

It was something Vivian had started in Lakeview, keeping a closet full of age-appropriate gifts for the birthday parties she learned about last minute. Unicorn needlepoints, manicure sets, shower steamers, fidget toys—Vivian had set the closet up in Belleport, but she rarely had use for the gifts inside.

“You okay, Mom?” asked Sunny. “You look a little . . . not?”

“Fine, fine,” Vivian assured her. “Everything’s just fine. Mommy’s just a little stressed.” But Sunny didn’t budge. Alan had the whole house on a new program of truth telling that the girls just loved. “The thing is,” Vivian continued, giving verity a whirl, “I got into a situation where someone’s coming over for something I don’t have.”

Sunny pondered this, grateful for the facts. “Like, you didn’t do your homework?”

“Sure, something like that.”

“So don’t let them come over, then,” said Sunny matter-of-factly.

“If only,” Vivian said. “Wild horses couldn’t keep her away. Whitby’s a very determined person.”

“Oh,” said Sunny. “Whitby. Don’t worry. I’ll keep her away.”

Vivian reached out to tousle Sunny’s hair as Alan had been doing, but it needed a good wash. She touched her on the shoulder instead. “That’s sweet, honey. That’s so kind of you to say.”

“We’re on it!” Her daughter skipped into the hallway.

“Wait!” called Vivian to her retreating daughter. “Don’t you want the beads?”


[image: ]
It was a car horn that alerted Vivian to Whitby’s arrival. Not just a warning toot; Whitby was practically leaning on the wheel of the Aston Martin she drove during the warm months. When Vivian reached her front porch, she grasped the urgency. Directly in front of Whitby’s silver car, a buck stood with the dappled light of early summer bouncing off its antlers—eight points, at least.

“Help!” Whitby hollered, cranking her window down by hand. “Do something! He’s gonna scratch my car!”

The buck turned to face Vivian, and she sucked in her breath. Wild horses couldn’t keep her away. The buck wasn’t a coincidence. Could it be a coincidence? What was that law whereby the most obvious answer was the only one?

“Vivian, earth to Vivian? Call somebody! HELP! Come flap your arms around or something, Jesus!”

Vivian dared a step, which made the buck perk up. “But what if it charges?” she shouted back.

“It was eating your rhododendrons!” said Whitby, shooting her words through the open crack, as the window crank was jammed. “You need those for the party!”

Vivian didn’t move. The buck didn’t either. Defeated in her efforts to move the deer off Vivian’s plants, Whitby announced this would have to be a phone call.

“This is why we shoot these things at Belleport North,” she said. “They’re nothing but a nuisance!” Whitby honked to emphasize this point, but old as the car was, it wasn’t an impressive sound. The buck remained in place. Vanquished, Whitby backed into a neighbor’s driveway, hitting one of the recycling bins that should have been inside.

The buck went back to eating Vivian’s rhododendrons; Vivian went back to doubting her parenting skills. Had her twelve-year-old daughter summoned this great beast? Not only to dispense with Whitby but to give Vivian a fulcrum?

So don’t let them come over, then. Wasn’t that what Sunny had said? Vivian wanted to credit her own parenting for her daughters’ wisdom, but the fishing and the laughing and the tousling of heads seemed the titleholder. Had a few weeks outdoors with Daddy-o imbued them with a self-knowledge that even Vivian didn’t have? A way of being grounded, a way of being centered, a way to trust themselves and value their own time?

Long before the podcasts and the self-help memoirs and the Pilates classes to help “identify” her core, Vivian had had a model of self-assurance in the form of her mother. Though most people felt pity for Mrs. Felcher and her long-distance husband, the truth was that Gretchen loved having her spouse absent, keeping her home and person exactly how she pleased. The lack of order in their double-wide and the felines that slunk through it, this bothered only Vivian. Their mom’s bralessness, the way her untrimmed hair narrowed to limp points at the small of her big back? Her brother, Stevie, didn’t notice this—Stevie didn’t notice anything that wasn’t in the end zone of a football field. Nor was their mom the layabout Vivian claimed. Underemployed, maybe, but unemployed, never. Gretchen was the substitute bus driver, getting plenty of chances to work during the freezing Greystone winters when people were always getting head colds. She taught watercolor painting at the senior center, and at a downtown arts club too. Her mom even had friends, but Vivian didn’t like the look of them, didn’t like the things they did. One of the women showed up on a motorcycle to take Gretchen to bingo, for example. Vivian hated that. Growing up, Vivian hated everything about her mother because she didn’t match the images of the “real women” Vivian admired in the ladies’ magazines she swiped from other people’s mailboxes.

Vivian finally had the things the models in those glossies had, but was she enjoying all these spoils? Or was she still ticking boxes? Vivian had no interest in an Adirondack death lodge, but she’d told Whitby the opposite. Unlike her girls, Vivian didn’t speak her mind. She kept her deepest wishes secret, sharing only those yearnings that East Coasters deemed acceptable. And so it was that other people influenced what Vivian desired, how she looked, what she ate, what she avoided eating. Which creams she pressed to her tired skin at night. Willingly, even giddily, Vivian Anderson had crowdsourced her own life.

But Vivian wanted something of her own, then. The company of her daughters who somehow—despite her—were living by their own rules.

Back inside the house, it took a certain courage to approach Bailey’s bedroom. This room had so often been off-limits, the door signs warning “No Trespassing” and “Get Out” eventually replaced by overblown quotations attributed to people that Vivian didn’t know. “Monopoly is violence” or “The patriarchy = sadism.” But today, those signs were down. Behind the door, Vivian could hear her daughters laughing. Normally, Bailey snarled at her family members’ attempts to enter her domain, but this time, at this knock, Vivian got a cheerful “Yeah?” instead.

“Can I come in?” asked Vivian, cracking the door open. In the bedroom, her daughters were sprawled on the floor, surrounded by a riot of feathers and clippers and—beads, they’d found the beads.

“You want to make one?” asked Sunny, holding a feather up. “It’s kind of hard, but once you get the hang of it . . .”

There were sharp objects and tubs of glue scattered on the carpet with nothing underneath them to protect the wool from stains, but her girls were happy. There was nowhere else to go that day; there was nothing scheduled, especially now that Sunny had (possibly? probably?) scared her regnant off. Vivian had things to do, of course: more items to purchase for her party, more party plans to plan. She needed to finalize the menu, had to craft a run of show. But the girls had said they’d help her with party prep, and now that they weren’t going to camp, they probably would. It was a crazy concept, lawless and unhinged: Things could get done later, instead of right away.

“What was all that honking?” Bailey asked, snipping a piece of thread.

“You might ask your sister,” said Vivian, sitting down on Bailey’s bed.

“OMG.” Bailey elbowed Sunny. “You chaos agent! What’d you do?”

Vivian watched them banter without the edge and malice that usually crashed their conversations. Was this what Alan had been privy to lately, this goofiness and ease? No wonder he refused to get in his car, refused to go to work. Who wouldn’t want to bask in this simple plenty? Vivian, apparently, because she was always busy taskmastering away from the present, on to the next thing.

“Wait, you got the moose back?” Bailey laughed.

“It wasn’t a moose,” Sunny replied. “When they have antlers, they’re called bucks.”

“Did the buck attack Whitby?” Bailey looked at Vivian.

“No,” said Vivian, deciding to treat the conversation as normal: Sunny-buns had magic powers, no big whoop. “He just kind of held his ground.”

“Go off, little sister! Sunny, that’s so badass. Can you send, like, a plague of locusts to my school in September? Or rats in all the toilets? Whatever gets a school shut down?”

From the pocket of her palazzo pants, Vivian’s phone beeped. She winced as she reached for it.

Call u in 5? a text from Whitby read.

Vivian clenched her fingers. What would her daughters answer? What would Backyard Alan write, if Backyard Alan were still using his smartphone and got a text like this? He just kind of held his ground.

Actually, Vivian typed, I can’t talk today. I’m doing mother/daughter stuff. Sorry about earlier! Hope the car’s okay:)

Vivian looked at her daughters before pressing send. Bailey’s face was scrunched in concentration as she wound the thread around a piece of feather. For the first time, Vivian noticed that one of the tubs she’d thought contained rubber cement actually held worms. It was time for courage. It was time for chaos. Vivian changed the smiley face in her reply to a simple period. She pressed send, and then she turned her phone to airplane mode and sat down with her daughters to revel in the magic of unstructured time.
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AS A TEENAGER in Greystone, Vivian had been an ice cream scooper and a candy weigher and a frequent babysitter. One of the families Vivian used to sit for had a son named Rodger who was obsessed with the Titanic. As a slow and heady afternoon with her girls turned into a humid night, Vivian remembered what it was about that massive entity that had so fascinated the kid: He’d told her not about its many suites and cabins, an actual pool on the F Deck, but about the ship’s demise.

Rodger’s parents had been embarrassed by the morbidity of their nine-year-old’s infatuation, instructing Vivian not to “encourage” his obsession, but it had been hard to switch off factoid mode. These days Vivian couldn’t remember to take her multivitamins on a daily basis, but she knew the Titanic had twenty-nine triple-furnace coil boilers fueling it through the water, that the ship sank on April 15, and that the man who invented Hershey’s chocolate was supposed to have been in one of the staterooms but missed the trip because of work. When Rodger’s sister (whose name Vivian forgot) yanked the cat’s tail and hid cereal under the couch cushions, Rodger would shadow Vivian as she tidied, reciting the different ways the ship’s captain had been “indifferent to danger.” “He didn’t change his speed when he saw the iceberg!” was Rodger’s favorite fault. “The Titanic was too big to turn!”

Too big to turn, too fast to slow—Vivian was not indifferent to the danger pushing at her own house, the white and crusty iceberg rising from her yard. And yet, after a day of wholesome time spent with her daughters, everything that glittered did indeed feel like gold. The girls were downstairs watching Zootopia together, and Alan was outside finishing the wet flies that the girls (and Vivian!) had created. They’d go fishing together the next morning—not Vivian, she couldn’t be spotted doing that, but she’d be there in spirit because she’d crafted two wet flies herself.

It had been a nice day, one that had made Vivian wonder if she’d been a little quick to decide her girls could fish but never hunt. When she was little, Vivian’s hometown practically emptied of men and boys on weekends during hunting season, including her brother, Stevie, who went with other people’s dads. Though Vivian told herself that girls weren’t welcome on such outings, that wasn’t strictly true. Even Stevie returned on Sundays boasting about the “kick-ass” girls who’d joined them with their Model 94 Winchesters, with their bows and arrows. The truth was that Vivian wasn’t necessarily against hunting, she was just regretful and jealous she’d never had the courage to ask to tag along herself.

At the kitchen counter, over the lip of the glass she’d allowed herself some wine in, Vivian could see Alan on the playhouse porch, fiddling with the lines and pliers and whatever else he was using to make those rods fish-ready under the light of his janky chandelier. Maybe Vivian would tell Whitby she didn’t need to invest in a survival lodge because she had a hunting preserve right here. Who would have thunk it? Alan, with his tailored suits and hair pomade, the one brand of socks that he owned exactly thirteen pairs of, his pristine car and military work schedule, becoming an outdoorsman? It stirred her. It stirred her and enraged her, the two feelings at combustive odds.

Vivian hadn’t foreseen Alan’s about-face, and she was the kind of planner who saw everything coming. Where was the midlife-crisis sports car Alan could have purchased? Proof of an affair? But would an affair have felt like less of a betrayal than his opting out?

While Vivian had given in to escapism with the girls that day, Alan’s time-out wasn’t sustainable long-term, and it wasn’t fair. Vivian had molded her adulthood to fit Alan’s goals and needs; she’d stayed low and focused so he could always shine. And now, after a lifetime devoted to fueling Alan’s ambition, non-ambition was his thing? Doing nothing, buying nothing, going literally nowhere? He’d destroyed Vivian’s purpose. Today had been a nice time, today had been a nice day. But tomorrow? Back on course they went. The ship wasn’t going to crash into an iceberg, not on her watch. Vivian drank the remainder of her wine, flipped her hair behind her shoulders. She’d put his favorite perfume on. She’d keep her head held high. It was time to remind Alan Anderson of his marriage vows.
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BY THE TIME Vivian made it outside, Alan had put the beverage tub with his lobster outside in the grass, then gone inside the playhouse and closed the door. The tub smelled too strongly to keep inside the play home with the door closed, but if Alan didn’t close the door, he got eaten by mosquitoes.

When Vivian rapped at the playhouse’s warped door and pushed it open, she was hit with a scent more welcome than crustacean musk. The wood interior smelled of beeswax thanks to the artisan candles Alan was using in his iron chandelier. The room smelled kind of sexual. Was it possible that houses smelled different when they didn’t have electricity? Did Wi-Fi diminish the olfactory potency of human flesh, or did humans just become less human when they lived inside their phones?

“Well, hey there,” said Alan, putting his book down. How he could see with the candles so high up there, Vivian didn’t know. “A little nighttime visit?” He pulled his knees up in the sleeping bag and patted the mattress.

Vivian looked at it distrustfully. “Can that thing hold us both?”

“Only one way to find out!” He patted it again.

“I think I’ll stand,” she said. “Honey? We really need to talk.”

“I have all the time,” he answered, smiling broadly. “Loads and loads and loads.”

“Well,” she said, gathering herself. (She still wasn’t used to seeing Alan smile.) “I suppose I want to start with: What’s the latest from your company? How long do you have?”

“Ha ha, I’m not dying,” Alan answered, leaning against the wall.

“No, but how long will you do this?”

“Do what?”

“Fall apart!” she yelped. “Seriously, Alan. When are you going back to work?”

“The cows, the cows are ceasing,” her husband answered, shaking his head slowly. “I think all that’s behind me.”

The pleasure of the day drained away. It was infuriating and demeaning to deal with an adult child. But equally outrageous was her physical response to Alan’s witchy, open ways. She was so used to Alan being dogmatic that this intellectual flexibility—how she couldn’t guess what he was thinking—was kind of a turn-on?

“Honey, could you just—” She thumbed the fabric of her pants. “Could you just be serious for a moment? Because this is really serious. We can’t actually live without you working. You understand that?”

He nodded his head, sadly. “Advertising has made a monster out of people, and the monster’s killing us.”

Vivian blinked. Was this a line from the book he was reading? “You love your job. You are your job. You’re so good at it.”

“That’s it!” he said. “That’s it exactly! I’m my job, and you’re my job, and the girls are my job too. It’s like, you stop juggling all these must-haves, and the plates come crashing down.”

“The girls are not your job,” said Vivian, her blood boiling. “You don’t even know how to get to their schools without a GPS. I keep the plates spinning. I keep everything working. And suddenly you’ve decided to burn everything down.”

“Listen, honey,” he said, making space for her on the bed, “sometimes you need to tear things down when they weren’t built right in the first place. We’ve convinced ourselves that we need so many things that we absolutely don’t. Don’t you see how less is more?”

Vivian snorted. Lecturing her about less when he was living with a lobster? “No, actually, I don’t see that. I have no problem with abundance. I’m proud of what we have. So forgive me if I’m not excited about you less-is-moring us into a foreclosure.”

“Aww, come on,” said Alan, reaching for her hand. Cautiously, Vivian sat down on the mattress with him, the bed registering her arrival with an excessive squeak. “Don’t pretend it’s not appealing. Letting everything just go?”

“No? No, it’s not appealing?” she said, her eyebrows nearly as high as the chandelier. “You think I want to move in with your mother? U-Haul back to Bay Port? Bring Crock-Pots to church?”

“They make a mean batch of Swedish meatballs at the First Presbyterian,” said Alan. “You gotta give ’em that.”

Vivian sighed, too taxed to make her point. “I don’t want this, Alan,” she said. “I love our house. I love our neighborhood. I love the country club. I want to get closer to the luck we have, not pull us all away.”

“I want to get closer too,” he said, touching her hand with his tanned fingers.

“Alan,” she said. “Stop.”

“It’s been a while,” he said. “My fault.”

“Since you’ve last showered, yes,” she said, pulling her hand from his. “I see how it is. You’ve given up your responsibilities and put them all on me, so now you’re in the mood?”

“You’re in the mood.” He smirked. “I know you.”

“I don’t think you know anything anymore,” she answered. “I think that you’re possessed.”

“A little bit,” he said, inching his fingers toward her thigh. “A little bit possessed.”

“You don’t deserve it,” she said, flicking at his hand. “You’re making my life hell.”

“Hell,” he said, moving his hand under the bottom of her pants to stroke her ankle, “is pretty hot.”

His hand, it had moved higher. Vivian’s body, had it always been a traitor to her mind? This was the problem with desire, it was an eclipse. Her pool! Her social standing! Whitby and the buck! Letting Alan’s fingers search and rise and enter had Vivian merging. And she’d promised not to merge.

“Alan, please,” she said, pushing his hand hard against her skin. “Please stop.”

“You want me to stop?” he asked, his beard against her now, a beast against her face.

“Stop living in the yard.”

“Don’t you like it here?” he asked, as she wrapped a leg around him. “So quiet, and so dark?”

It really was quiet. It really was quite dark. Honestly, there was a world in which Vivian would kill to have a she shed, but it was not this life, this world.

“Promise me you’ll stop it.”

“I’m not gonna stop it.”

“We need for it to stop.”

“I can blow the candles out.”

She gasped from the new size of him. Was it possible? The sheer breadth—the bandwidth—of the man inside her man?

“You didn’t used to—” But then Vivian’s head lolled. She put a hand behind her on the mattress to take in more of him. This beard of his, this foliage! Like a pine forest grinding on her neck! His curls tickled her temple. The in, the out, the ocean smell of this, her devil man.

“Don’t stop,” she said, clasping her hand around Alan’s muscled waist. “Don’t you fucking stop.”
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Blaine

2h

I just wanted everyone to know that even though I have on an out-of-office celebrating my digital detox, I’m still scheduling custom workouts at @Bodiesbyamanda;) You know where to find me! I have openings for Tushy Smusher this Friday—6:30am

Alyson

2h

@Marsha I’m still not clear if fishing is permitted? Is everyone just fishing now? We’re just, like, fishing for our food?

Fred

2h

Speaking of fish, I have some line-caught cod avail. $11 a pound.

Dani

2h

I’d love some. How many pounds?

Bethany

2h

Sorry, are we living in the DARK AGES?!!!! We’re just out here buying totally unregulated seafood products from some dude nobody knows?

Jillian

2h

Fred’s legit! My Uplifter came like literally the day I ordered it! 5 stars 4 Fred!

Marsha

2h

You know, I’m only one person. Alexx has Covid. The forum is not supposed to be used for financial transactions, everybody knows that. Please. Give me a break.

Blaine

2h

While I have you . . . if I set up a “buy nothing” swap group for athletic wear, would people be into that? Like, everyone could get a twenty-minute pass to my gym if they brought something nice to swap? @Marsha can we get the ability to add attachments to our posts? Like, photographs, I mean? (This is Amanda btw;)

Bethany

2h

Seeing that Marsha cant even get our web guy to get a troll out of our forum no I doubt that’s possible. And yeah, Amanda, we know its you ok??

Marsha

1h

@Bethany The web guy has Covid, as I already said. Please. Just simmer down.

Jillian

1h

OMG you guys!!! My arrows are missing!

Bethany

1h

Are you serious? ***I*** need to “simmer down?”!!! Sorry if I’m the only one who cares about CYBER SECURITY MARSSHA

Dani

1h

Missing from where?

Jillian

1h

Out of my fourth of July display!!!

Marsha

1h

What a pleasure to be back on the topic of holiday decorations so close to the Fourth. @Jillian If you’ll recall—and I hope you will, given that our meeting was three days ago—we were clear on not using weapons in your Fourth of July display(s)?

Bethany

1h

No wonder Brents making a second Belleport!! Now we need a second forum! This ones a free for all.
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Amazon Barcode Scanner Activity
 (June 2024 summary of activity)
 Driver: McKenzie, Travis
 License number: 8578294


868438208438

Folding Banquet Table w/Handle, 6ft, Black—(4)

31 Alden Court




249207592653

HME Maxx Hoist Rope (25 FT)—Reliable Sturdy Adjustable Easy-to-Install Hunting Gear Lift System with Highly Reflective Band—(3)

31 Alden Court




419084737689

Staffordshire Bouquet by Johnson Bros, 12 Pieces Dinnerware Set—(3)

31 Alden Court




568831942788

Double Wooden 22 Holes Deviled Egg Platter & Serving Tray—(2)

31 Alden Court




244802109689

3pcs Glass Bell Shape Dome (5.7”/4.9”/4.3”) | Cloche Display with Wood Base—(3)

31 Alden Court




325271157558

Waterproof Black Diamond Playing Cards—(6)

31 Alden Court




497468525188

Gionforsy Butterfly Fascinator Headband Monarch Butterfly Crown Tea Party Halloween Costume Hairpin

31 Alden Court




906403382602

DUSPRO Decorative Moss for Table Centerpieces Wedding Christmas Fairy Party Decor, Faux Moss for Indoor Planters, DIY Project 5 Oz—(4)

31 Alden Court
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WAS IT POSSIBLE to live this way? Alan’s business coming to him instead of Alan going to it? As a temporary solution until her husband “came to his fucking senses” (Kenneth’s words, not hers), Kenneth had been dispatching Jacquelyn several times a week to keep Alan up-to-date on client issues and to gather his advice. Sometimes Vivian sat in on these conversations to take notes and offer opinions, as Alan’s contributions tended to set Jacquelyn off. She did not appreciate, for example, Alan suggesting they go after dandelion tea drinkers instead of the Zero Vintage account because dandelion liquid was fresh and interesting, whereas wineless wine was “lame.” (Not only did Jacquelyn refuse to relay this suggestion to Kenneth, she also refused to try the dandelion tea that Alan had made for their meeting.)

Time was getting filmy, and Vivian, who had been dead set against Alan’s abscondence to the backyard, had gotten softer on that topic. She wouldn’t admit this to anyone—she’d even keep it from Serafina, if Sera was ever ready to get close to her again—but after their initial copulation in the playhouse, it had kind of become a thing. (Or a thing on the condition that Alan continue bathing in the Sound and making proper use of the scented baby wipes she stored on his bookshelf.) Between the renewed marital sex and the extreme heat of the small structure, Vivian’s skin was taut and glowy, her mind girlish and giddy. Turned out there was a bridge to Madison County right there in the yard.

Socially, there’d been an upturn for her as well. Ever since Vivian had texted her regnant that she couldn’t be at her beck and call (or at least an attempt at that statement), Whitby had given her more room and independence; had been texting less. Between Vivian’s solace at having won a little space from Whitby and her rejuvenated libido, she’d been feeling particularly ready for that day’s tablescaping tutorial at Dani Fabler’s house. She’d heard that Dani’s interiors were midcentury; she was curious to see them. But a text from Trudy dashed Vivian’s mood.

Have you heard the news about E??!

Vivian assumed that “E” meant Eleanor, so the news couldn’t be good. She’d received text messages when Alan and Eleanor were spotted gallivanting around barefoot, but then he started bringing home citronella and borage from her herb garden and talking about potatoes. There had been sequels to that first walk; a bizarre friendship had formed. Vivian would play dumb about this. She had been playing dumb.
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In Dani’s seductive, dusky kitchen, the women had pinched faces. It was only eleven in the morning, but Dani offered prosecco. (She didn’t, however, make the mistake that Vivian had, of calling it champagne.) Though Vivian generally avoided day drinking because she valued self-control, that day she appreciated how the oaky bubbles settled her nerves. She’d set a boundary with Whitby, but now that the woman was before her, that boundary blurred.

“I’m calling us to order,” said Whitby, rising like an asparagus stalk behind Dani’s butcher block. “Today’s tutorial is on tablescapes and table settings—essential skills for maintaining an inviting, stable home. In addition to creating whimsy and romance, table settings provide order, framework, rules. Three things we are short on in Belleport at this moment. If you look around, you might notice that Serafina Everett had better things to do than join us, but more importantly, we are down a seedling. This has never happened in the history of the Annes, but Eleanor Ashberry, in her infinite lack of wisdom, has decided to drop out.”

Vivian gasped, as did the other women who hadn’t been in the know. Eleanor had quit?

“But why?” said Alyson.

“Eleanor is taking a direction with her life that isn’t becoming of an Anne. I have etiquette handouts I’ll distribute to give you all refreshers at our lesson’s end.”

“She’s designed a summer sleeping cottage,” interrupted Margaret. “I have one on the Vineyard. Best sleep of my life.”

“You can call it what you want, but stringing up some hippie hammock does not a ‘cottage’ make. In any case, the exigence and seriousness with which we take our cultural mission proved too much for Eleanor, and she has decided—of her own accord, I’d like to add—to drop out of the seeding.”

Vivian tried to keep up with the back-and-forth, but her heart was thumping. Her chances of making it into the Annes had just improved enormously. Good! Eleanor was sleeping outside now? Bad! Alan was behind this, Vivian was sure of it.

“We are at a crisis point in Belleport,” Whitby continued, “and we need seriousness. You know that I was almost charged by an elk at Vivian’s the other day?”

“I thought it was a deer?” said Trudy, who was in a sweatsuit, while Vivian had shown up wearing a floral linen playsuit with a complicated belt.

“It had antlers, Gertrude. Between the dogbane at the guardhouse and the rampant fishing”—Whitby cleared her throat while Vivian turned red—“I’m almost glad my grandmother isn’t alive to see the state of things. Which leads me back to frameworks, framework and order. Please—let’s tablescape.”

In Dani’s intimate dining room—dark wood, thick carpets, the table smooth and glossed—the women found three baskets of materials at each setting. One contained ribbons: grosgrain, herringbone, organza. The second one held bundles of flowering plants like baby’s breath and herbs. The final basket had citrus: clementines, limes, lemons. This was lovely. It was all so lovely. And with any luck, it would get lovelier. It was just her and Dani, now.

“Sorry, are you listening?” Whitby scolded Vivian, who’d been distracted by her reveries. “I was saying that with tablescapes, people focus exclusively on what the table looks like to the detriment of what a setting smells like. Olfactory conditions must be taken into consideration as you put the final touches on your themes. Let’s pick up our ribbons.”

But as Whitby lifted a ream of grosgrain to show its superiority to organza, Vivian’s mind drifted again. Did she need to incorporate ribbons into her Mad Hatter celebration? Though she was making progress with her mash-up of decorations both store-bought and crafted, seeing these dainty accoutrements had her worried she’d overlooked something. But she was pretty sure she hadn’t. Vivian had had a breakthrough that was going to make her party soar above the competition, and the secret wasn’t grosgrain.

How to create a topsy-turvy atmosphere without causing mobility issues for the older guests had been a question plaguing her, but Vivian had solved it by way of a flashback. In eighth grade, she’d worked behind the scenes on The Pied Piper, and the head designer—a volunteer parent whose daughter played the mayor of Hamelin—had come up with an ingenious way to separate the two worlds that the Pied Piper moved between. When the Piper was in the realm of adults and obligations, he would appear on a platform that was high on the stage, nearly to the ceiling. The rest of the stage was blacked out, so it felt like the platform world was the only one that existed. But when the Piper convinced the rats (and later, the children) to follow him to the river, the spotlight tracked right to reveal a staircase that the Piper walked down slowly—oh so slowly, to make the magic last—and then the platform was pulled upward so that the river world was the only one that mattered. That is to say: Vivian learned to use the space above where the main action would normally transpire to create the illusion of two worlds on one stage.

This was how Vivian got the idea to use trees to make it feel like you were already through the looking glass when you stepped into her backyard. She imagined dinner tables with tablecloths of elegant linen at varying heights with tilted candelabra and piled dishes she’d nail or glue onto the tables, lest a guest be guillotined by a crashing plate. The best way to make this work, Vivian had decided, was to not actually serve dinner. Savory snacks and scones, orange shortbread biscuits and champagne in teacups? Whitby had made her distaste for gingham clear, but she clearly liked grosgrain. Vivian made a note to brainstorm how to work this particular ribbon type into her big event.

“Now, I know that many of you have gone in for the ‘popping’ trend of late, but pairing loud colors against quiet ones has gotten out of hand.” Whitby was holding up a pomegranate—Vivian had missed why. “When I come to your house for luncheon, I’d rather eat than struggle with the visual side effects of fuchsia, thank you very much. My suggestion, seedlings, is to go back to the basics. To put your trust in neutrals. Basket-weave vases with baby’s breath, how lovely. A crisp nautical runner accented with Meyer lemons, chic. If you must have a pop of neon color, please consider tulips. Now then, let’s get to scaping. Margaret and I will come around to weigh in on your progress.”

“I have some wicker chargers somewhere,” said Dani. “Let me just fetch snacks?” She looked at Vivian pointedly—it took Vivian a few beats to catch on. Dani had helped Vivian out when the lesson was at her house, so now, she was expecting Vivian to reciprocate.

In the kitchen, Dani yanked store-bought boards of charcuterie and cheese from the fridge and, from the stove, bruschetta, overdone to the point of burned. Apparently, even professional chefs got stage fright.

“Careful,” said Dani. “That tray is hot. Pretty crazy about Eleanor, huh?”

“So crazy,” said Vivian, hoping that Dani wouldn’t point out that it was down to them.

“Now it’s down to us,” said Dani, as she started stacking napkins. Paper, Vivian noted. Not Whitby-approved cloth.

“Have you made a decision, by the way?” Dani asked. “About the Adirondacks? Between you and me—I mean, I know we barely know each other, but I really wouldn’t do it. It’s just not a sound deal.”

Vivian had been through the hell of middle school—she knew mean girl math. Not that Dani was mean, exactly—she’d been nothing but nice—but she was certainly strategic, otherwise she wouldn’t have the successful business that she did. Dani had probably scooped up one of the lodges for herself by now; she surely could afford it. What did Alan call this demographic? SINKs? Single income, no kids.

“I’m actually excited about it,” said Vivian, brightly. “I need to move a few things around, but the whole thing is exciting. Anyway! I’ll bring these in.”

Her back straight, her chin high, Vivian carried the burnt bruschetta and the paper napkins into the dining room.
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VIVIAN LEFT THE tablescaping lesson feeling confident, redeemed. She’d produced a Shaker-looking setting, winning praise from both Whitby and Margaret: a wooden bowl of baby’s breath and clementines on one of Dani’s wicker table chargers. She’d traded domestic copycatting for domestic art.

It was because of these nice feelings that Vivian didn’t notice the troublemakers until she was almost upon them. Bethany Miller was Belleport’s most active busybody, but Jillian Howard came in a close second. They were standing next to a display of trinkets, clothes, and Tupperware on a console bearing a “Free” sign across from Dani’s house.

“Speak of the devil,” Bethany said, hands on her sharp hips. “As if we need more proof that the neighborhood is going down! First we’ve got the Morrisons running a literal tag sale—”

“Not a tag sale,” Jillian corrected, shaking her head so violently Vivian worried for her neck. “Even worse. These things are free.”

“And your daughters vandalized Jillian’s house!” Bethany’s already nasal voice went up an octave. “We have it on camera!”

This was how Vivian found herself watching footage of two girls who were very clearly her progeny removing the arrows from Jillian’s Fourth of July eagles. According to the time stamp, her carefully raised, private-school-educated children had scampered off Jillian’s porch with a clutch of stolen arrows at the exact time Vivian had left for her tutorial.

“I’m so sorry,” said Vivian, handing the phone back, praying she wouldn’t come home to a murdered bunny rabbit. “I don’t know what to say. I, I . . . this isn’t like my girls at all.”

“Well, we don’t know what to say either,” spouted Bethany. “And now Eleanor Ashberry has moved into her gazebo? I mean, wow. I don’t know what you all are up to in those meetings, but it can’t be anything good.”

“Wait, to her gazebo?” Vivian repeated. Hadn’t Margaret said something about a cottage?

“Literally moved into her gazebo,” said Jillian, with a scowl. “With all those terrible dogs.”

“I have to check on her,” said Vivian, certain again this was Alan’s doing. “I have to go now.”

“Umm, maybe check on your kids first?” Jillian turned her nose up. “And get my arrows back?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Vivian. “It’s not acceptable. I’ll tell them right away.”

“Acceptable? It’s—”

But Vivian was already in her car.
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SOME RULES TO LIVE BY


If each of us lived in a protective glass bubble, never encroached on anyone else’s living space, and never interacted with another soul, there would be no need for manners. We could simply do as we pleased, go about our business, and it wouldn’t matter to anyone else. But since Homo sapiens is gregarious and likes to establish and live in communities, and even in more intimate settings such as houses or apartments, rules of conduct are imperative.

—Nancy Tuckerman and Nancy Dunnan, The Amy Vanderbilt Complete Book of Etiquette, 50th anniversary edition


BONES, PITS, AND SEEDS


Fish bones or other incidental bones are taken between finger and thumb and removed between compressed lips.

—Emily Post, Etiquette


GENERAL RULES FOR A BALL-ROOM


A lady will not cross a ball-room unattended.

 — Richard Alfred Wells, Manners, Culture and Dress of the Best American Society
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Vivian stuffed the etiquette handouts Whitby had distributed into her carryall. What she should do was go home and yell at her daughters for wrecking a neighbor’s Fourth of July display, but with the prosecco gone to her head, she rushed to Eleanor’s instead.

At Eleanor’s towering Victorian (an actual Queen Anne), the maniacal hydrangeas bordering her house were just tall enough to hide Vivian’s arrival, should she change her mind. But then the dogs started barking. There was no turning back. All five of them bounded to the gate, their sharp tongues and fluffy little butts blowing Vivian’s cover.

“Oh, Vivian! Hi there!” said Eleanor, rising from a saggy-looking hammock she’d hung in the gazebo. “Come in, come in! They’ll jump, but they won’t bite!”

“Oh, I was just, I was just—” Vivian stammered, not having an excuse ready for her loitering.

“Nonsense! I made iced tea with lemongrass!”

Vivian pushed open the gate, which squeaked in protest, and navigated the frantic terriers to reach the woman lost enough to drop out of the Annes. But Eleanor looked marvelous. Confident and balanced; the best Vivian had ever seen her. She had on a fetching turban and a caftan, and she reeked of cold cream.

“I brought out extra glasses,” Eleanor said, pointing to a tray of serving ware balanced on a leather pouf. Next to the pouf was a makeshift pantry of vitamins, supplements, and herbs in mason jars, an apothecary of the alfresco variety. “The tea is caffeine-free. My herbs, but not my leaves.”

“That sounds nice, yes, thank you.” Vivian smiled in the direction of the urine-colored beverage. It is generally kinder to accept a beverage and not drink it, Whitby had written in her handout, than to accept nothing but keep standing around.

“Um, so you dropped out, huh?” Vivian ventured, as Eleanor arranged herself inside the wilted hammock again, gesturing to a ladder-back chair covered in newspapers that Vivian could use. Vivian slid the newspapers onto a neighboring pile of magazines and took a seat in front of Eleanor in her netted cocoon.

“‘I’m ceded,’” Eleanor said, helping three dogs up into her lap. “‘I’ve stopped being Theirs.’ Do you read much Dickinson? The belle of Amherst? Do you want a cigarette? Not nicotine. I make these all myself. Cloves wrapped in origami paper—this one is a crane!”

Vivian held a palm up to block the enormous cigarette from reaching her. “No, no, I just came by to . . . I mean, I don’t know how to say this. The dropping out,” said Vivian. “Is it because of Alan?”

“Alan?” said Eleanor, who was using one foot to make the hammock sway.

“My husband,” prompted Vivian. “You’ve been spending time together?”

“Spud buds!” Eleanor shouted. “Our little walkies, yes! I do love his barefooting. So good to have someone lead the charge!”

The hand-rolled cigarette that Eleanor lit smelled strongly of pot.

“So this doesn’t have to do with him?” Vivian coughed. She gestured to the vitamins and cold creams, paperbacks and cough drops that surrounded the equally burdened pouf. “Whitby made it sound like . . . you’d moved outside.”

Eleanor scratched one of her dogs behind its ear. “For the longest time, it was an Ashberry tradition,” she said, a wistful smile on her lips. “Even in the winter, we slept outside on that very porch.” She pointed to the porch in question, which now bore an impressive collection of hanging plants and surplus chairs. “But the porch developed a mold problem, so it’s better here in the gazebo. I’m starting it again!”

“I see,” said Vivian, imagining a future where nobody slept inside their homes. Serafina in the pool house, Trudy in the shed with the lawn mower, Alan in the playhouse. Vivian, please and thank you, in a luxury hotel.

“So you just . . . dropped out?” asked Vivian, incredulous.

“Yes, yes, I definitely did. What was I even there for? I never entertain! I’m much better with my doggies. Do you not like tea?”

“No, no, I do,” said Vivian, forcing the soapy mixture down. “It’s . . . it tastes very healthy. Well, I just wanted to, you know, check on you. Make sure everything’s all right? And say that we’ll miss you.”

“Miss me?” Eleanor tittered. “Deary, I’m right here! And in any case, you’ll see a lot of me if we start planting. We’re planning on potatoes. I think your house is close enough to the water that they might taste of the sea!”

When you must take your leave, don’t belabor the leaving, was another tip Whitby had written on her etiquette handout. Vivian apologized for not finishing the iced tea because she had a clutch of stolen arrows to wrest from her children. Eleanor applauded her on raising huntresses.

“It’s so important,” she said, snuffing out her joint, “to have some wild in the tame.”

Some wild in the tame, indeed, thought Vivian, regaining her car. Part of her wanted to embrace the outdoorsy do-it-yourself-ism that was permeating the town, take pride in how much of this movement was born at her own house. But another part worried that some people, her family included, needed more tame in their wild.

Back home, Vivian discovered what Jillian’s arrows had been used for. Above the firepit the Andersons had purchased during the pandemic, Alan, her daughters, and Travis were roasting a weasel. An actual weasel over a fire whose flames were growing high. Pop goes the weasel, thought Vivian, watching the thing burn.
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EYES ON BELLEPORT

Join the conversation!


Whitby

6h

I feel called to respond to one of our homeowner’s accusations that “this forum is a free for all” and that Belleport, by association, is also lawless, and I’d also like to clarify (and correct) something that I’ve heard, which is that Brent and I are building a “second Belleport” when in fact the truth is that we are building a *complement* to Belleport, a way of life that was once cherished, but is currently threatened by the animosity and bad manners rampant on this forum.

For those of you who have not read Emily Post’s unmatched social guidebook “Etiquette” (which many of you should), she established that the first rule of comportment—the one from which all behavior both physical and oral extends—is to “Never do anything that is unpleasant to others.”

And yet! Such unpleasantness in our neighborhood! Whether it’s outright bullying on this forum, recycling bins left out until nearly ten a.m., or news of club members walking *barefoot* into the pro shop (!!), sordid things are happening on the daily. Mrs. Post would not be pleased.

And while I have you, to those whispering that Belleport North is being constructed on swampland?? Have you *been* to the Adirondacks? Do you understand mountains?! Environmental stewardship and native animal protection are the hallmarks of Brent’s brand. If you have any legitimate questions about the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that B.N. represents, I am happy to discuss! But please, don’t participate in conjecture and histrionics with people who, by their own design/insistence, are not in the loop.

Marsha

1h

Thank you @Whitby for a reminder for better behavior here which is much needed and frankly really welcome as I’ve been going through a lot.

I want to reiterate that with July upon us, applications for Fourth of July displays are officially closed. I will not be hearing amendments to accepted displays, of which there are only three this year. A reminder, also, that personal fireworks are not only strictly forbidden in Belleport, but also illegal. The only sanctioned display will take place at the country club on the front lawn at exactly 9pm, for club members only, as everyone has been advised. Additionally I want to say that going forward, I will be establishing better boundaries around our amendments to protect my mental health.


89 members
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THERE WAS ONLY one side of the bed that Alan could get out of in the morning, but metaphorically—on that Monday six weeks into his opt out, if his screwdriver etchings were right—he’d woken up on the wrong side of it. Soon enough, he wouldn’t be able to sleep in the playhouse bed at all. This, along with the dermatitis situation on his ankles and the exolution he had to witness while Lenny formed a new shell, made him grouchy, mad. Vivian had made no bones about it: The minute her party was over, the pool build preparation would start in earnest, with men digging and silting and spraying lines around the yard—in fact, there was one of those pool fellows out there now, placing bamboo sticks all about. Alan couldn’t stay in the backyard when the stick placing escalated to bulldozing, and the animals couldn’t either. (At that very moment, Sunny was at the property’s hedge line warning her critters to make relocation plans.) Alan hadn’t done enough to stop the build, so this was what he deserved, then. This was Alan being stopped.

Whether his bug bites were to blame, or the headache from not scratching them, or water intoxication from the dandelion tea, Daniel had been appearing with more frequency in Alan’s daydreams and nightmares. In his woozy state, it seemed that Daniel was right next to him, in fact, swinging his long legs off the playhouse porch in a Paradise Plunge uniform that, for whatever reason, had hot shorts instead of pants.

When they start using that marking paint, man, said imaginary Daniel, just know it’s super toxic. I’m disappointed in you, compadre. A pool is more, more, more.

“I owe this to my wife,” said Alan, shaking his poor head. “I’m not sure I have a choice.”

Everyone has choices, Daniel said, swatting a mosquito. And those choices impact humanity as a whole. Sartre said that men, when faced with chaos, are not actually in chaos but rather in an organized situation with a framework involving the whole world.

“That’s all well and good,” said Alan, “but I don’t think that Sartre had a wife who wanted a swimming pool.”

“Come again?” shouted the man hammering rods into Alan’s yard. Was it possible that Alan was imagining that worker as well? Why would Vivian permit bamboo markers so close to her party? “Did you say something?”

Alan squinted through the boiling sunlight at the person talking to him. He really needed to go back to the house that he once lived in and dig out his sunglasses.

“No, no,” Alan said loudly enough to carry. “I was just talking to myself.”

The pool guy seemed annoyed by this, and he also seemed annoyed by Sunny, who, while she wasn’t muttering to a made-up person like her father was, was talking to a possum. The pool man shook his head, which filled Alan with fury. Could he not read the room? What in the hell did Pool Man know about their earthly suffering? Alan probably had gangrene, his daughter was worried for her animal kingdom, and his lobster friend was molting. Things were getting hard, just like mentally really tough for everyone. Though the cold season was still a world away, Lenny was preparing himself for crisp seas and the strong tides of the coming fall, becoming something newer, softer—but also stronger—than he currently was. How had Alan not known before that summer how inspirational lobsters were? Look at this brown gentleman, preparing to leave the shell that he’d been held captive by to develop new armor and new claws! Alan knew Lenny would have to go soon, go to the deep waters, and it was killing him, the knowledge that he would miss his arthropodan friend.

Luckily, Alan had distractions from the dark thoughts and his itch. Once Vivian returned with the materials she was buying, he was going to build rigs for her party, a thing that was also happening (if he had this right) the day after tomorrow. The girls, who were effectively tomboys now (was that a canceled term?), were going to help, too, as was Eleanor, his spud bud, whom Vivian had to welcome as his pal because her dropping out of the Annes had given Vivian a better chance of getting in herself. Trudy was also coming by to assist, but Vivian probably didn’t know that, because she was touchy about Alan consorting with the neighbors, so Alan hadn’t told her.

It would be nice when they got back from the shopping places—his wife and elder daughter. They’d kick these intruding men out, fasten support systems to tree branches to hang tables and chairs from—Sunny would ensure that they used ropes, not nails, so no trees would be harmed. The family would sit in the grass, thread wafts of fabric through the turbid breeze, decide which material looked the most fantastic in the air. Muslin, organza, canvas. Should Alan build a loom?

He did need everyone back home now. He was feeling quite unbalanced. Glaring at the uniformed pool men desecrating his lawn, Alan had to admit that it wasn’t the swimming pool that had him angry, and it wasn’t anger—it was envy that was eating him, envy over the fact that these hardworking men were going to depart his yard in a vehicle with effective air-conditioning. Perhaps they’d share a packet of chips and a turkey sandwich; pick up an ice-cold soda on the way to their next build. These jealousies, they were petty and embarrassing, not the mark of a real man who had recently found enlightenment. And yet, thinking of the pool van made Alan long for the violent air-conditioning in his Stamford office. And the little taco truck that was always parked outside? Their carne asada had been such a treat—the pink slivers of radishes and the green sauce the tacos came with. And the men’s toilets in the morning! The smell of bleach like a fresh tide, how reliably they flushed. The conveniences—these superficial but gratifying luxuries—at that moment in the playhouse, sunburned and too sweaty, he missed them with a fervor that was positively erotic.

But Alan had to sit alone with his dark longings. Sunny had gone inside, and the pool men had departed in their ice-cold van. Alan had only the lobster to confide in, but Lenny absorbed nothing of Alan’s mutterings, busy as he was shedding his outer shell slowly and disgustingly in Alan’s beverage tub.
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BACK WHEN VIVIAN had been a petty thief of her Greystone neighbors’ Ladies’ Home Journals and Redbooks, she’d so cherished the images of lush Thanksgiving tables and women drinking lemonade after tennis with their ponytails intact, she’d started making collages of the domestic scenes and outfits that inspired her most. Given that any available house space was used for the litter boxes and plastic carriers of Gretchen’s foster cats, collaging was the only activity Vivian could fit inside the house.

Snip, snip, she never tore—the images Vivian collected and the collages that she made, they showed the longings of a teenager dreaming, indeed, of a better home and garden. Or just a better home. By the time Vivian got to Chicago, the world was in its information age and she moved her dreams online. Vision boards and Pinterests on specific themes. “Manifesting” was a word for it; “pining” was another. Call it what you will—Vivian’s twelve-page deck on “Summer Footwear” had her in Sebagos as the boat shoe trend resurfaced, and her research on “Front Entrances” had manifested into a house with beams on the front porch.

What she hadn’t done in those vision boards and market reports was consider the look and value of a promise made and held. The evening of her Mad Hatter party was finally upon them, and Vivian was out ahead of everything because her family had helped. Bailey had been the one with the idea to hire a needlepointer to stitch memorable quotations from the Lewis Carroll novel, which they’d showcased with frames of different textures picked out from Goodwill. Sunny had the notion to put fish food in the tree hollows—because of the carotenoids in the flakes, it turned out that fish food glowed.

Even the Queen Annes (and the Annes rising) had put in elbow grease. Margaret had lent Vivian a vintage wheelbarrow to use as a beverage cart, while Dani dropped off her weight in deviled eggs, which—Alan having already eaten three and lived to sing their praises—were apparently not poisoned. Trudy had borrowed slash stolen a bunch of tables from the country club that she assisted Alan in pulleying into place, and now—T-minus five hours to the party—Vivian’s backyard was a dreamscape of dining tables strung at different heights and chairs that looked like they were floating, the landscape phantasmagorical. Though she hadn’t been able to use real moss in the oak hollows (Sunny said that moss removal caused the exposed soil to erode), they now boasted artificial moss pads, miniature teacups, and the glow-in-the-dark flakes. Next to the playhouse, they’d draped a secondhand grandfather clock that Vivian had found on eBay with artificial vines and more fish flakes, so when night fell, the vines would look alive. Vivian had purchased a massive star projector that would transpose a universe of celestial pinpricks on the back of their house once it was dark, and Eleanor—who had been most helpful and surprisingly athletic—had lent them an estate sale’s worth of Oriental rugs she’d had in her basement. (“They don’t have pet hair, if anyone has allergies,” she’d explained when she pulled up in Richard’s borrowed gardening truck to unload them. “These predate the dogs.”)

After their dustup in Vivian’s dressing room, Vivian had been sensitive toward Bailey, making overtures of kindness, assuring her that they’d do Bailey’s play as soon as the Mad Hatter party was done. She’d suggested her daughter move around the party reciting lines from Lewis Carroll’s book, and Bailey was thrilled with the idea. Vivian’s design skills ended at sewing, but Eleanor helped them put together a March Hare costume, complete with a rust-colored waistcoat and matching pants and a terrifying (and probably lice-ridden) rabbit head, something Whitby wouldn’t like. But somewhere, somehow—in between Vivian’s decision to hold her ground in a text message and the afternoon she’d spent framing needlepoints with her two girls—the party had gone from being a Whitby-pleasing vehicle to the Anderson women’s show.

As Vivian moved around the kitchen putting the last touches on the food, she could hear Bailey practicing lines from the book and movie in her bedroom: “I’m late, I’m late, for a very important date!” and “The hurrier I go, the behinder I get!” That particular assessment couldn’t be more apt. At that moment, Vivian had forty cheddar croquettes baking, meat boards and cheese boards and God knew how many quiches strewn about her kitchen. An hour earlier, Dani had come by a second time with what could only be described as a lifetime supply of lemonade, so Vivian had that as well. “If you add sparkling water to it,” Dani said after hefting the barrel over, “it makes a nice mocktail.”

Vivian was softening in the direction of this woman, this surprising, errant chef. During the tutorials they’d participated in together throughout the month of June (bookbinding, jewelry cleaning, guest list management), Dani had dropped hints that she was behind for her own party, unsure about her theme (a Gertrude Stein salon), and overwhelmed by the “shit they had to do to get into this club,” and continued—in a way that seemed most daring—to criticize Belleport North. While at first Vivian thought Dani was saying these things to disarm and mislead her, Dani did seem overwhelmed. She’d brought the lemonade over in one of those unsightly orange jug coolers people put out at children’s softball matches, and while it had been generous of her to make the deviled eggs, they weren’t garnished at all. (Vivian righted that with fennel from Eleanor’s garden and a little dill.) While Vivian was flattered by Dani’s assistance and confessions, shamefully, she was also warmed by the heat lamp of comeuppance. Unpreparedness was what happened when you were chosen as a Queen Anne candidate prematurely. You had to earn your dues.

This was an ugly sentiment, one Vivian wouldn’t admit to her husband or her girls. After all, Dani seemed to be helping Vivian for no other reason than that Vivian needed help. Even Alan had suggested that Vivian stop mourning her time lost with Serafina and take Dani Fabler out for a dang crepe. Vivian had balked at this, but was he right? After all, the one person who hadn’t shown up to help with her big party or even texted a “good luck” message was Serafina Everett. The longer Vivian went without their meet-ups, the more she realized that the habits she had rounded up to friendship were actually conveniences for Serafina. The Pilates classes Vivian claimed they were “taking together” were really Vivian showing up to a session Serafina had been attending for six years. Usually after their Friday crepe dates, Vivian accompanied Serafina on errands, going so far as to wait illegally in a handicap spot so Serafina could see if alterations on some new dress were done or a purse strap finally fixed. And honestly, it wasn’t like Whitby was some tech genius who was going to hack their phones. They could have kept on texting each other, or Serafina could have visited under the cover of night to see how Vivian was handling Alan’s relocation to the freaking yard. Underneath Vivian’s good feelings and excitement about her Mad Hatter party was the suspicion that Serafina had been phoning their friendship in. But that worry needed to stay buried. Vivian’s final test was here, and it needed her present and enjoyful. (That wasn’t even a Tawny Grover saying; Vivian had invented it herself!)

Because look what she’d accomplished, learned, and conquered in just over a month! Look at her pairing tart beverages with savories, knowing now what fescue was, demonstrating varsity-level tablescaping to bowl over the Annes. Vivian’s backyard was indeed a wonderland—and for the first time in so long, her social life was feeling wonderful as well. Even Alan had pitched in, and it didn’t involve old cod or cans of gummy corn. With decades of art direction under his belt (a metaphorical belt, as he’d taken to using twine through the belt loops of his pants), Alan guided Vivian through prop placement that would make her party surreal instead of messy, enchanting but not deranged. Mismatched china was stacked in all directions around cloche centerpieces, inside of which miniature quail eggs and lacquered mushrooms rested upon moss mounds and leaning towers of teacups. While Vivian had been worried that her concept of serving snack bits might look cheap and frugal, once the croquettes and mini sandwiches and crumpets, skewers, pinwheels, and quiches were placed around the chairs and tables that were secured and dining ready (as opposed to hanging in the air), it did in fact lend the effect that Vivian had imagined of a party already underway.

By a stack of antique books (which she knew how to repair now, thanks to her bookbinding class), there was a column of plates with her cheddar croquettes, several of them already picked at. At the other end of the main table, an open tin of sardines sat atop a linen napkin. Brown bread instead of crackers, hard cheese in all directions, cracked dishes of strawberries, and jelly jars of gherkins and oversized capers. Seeing that the family beverage tub was occupied by Alan’s lobster, Margaret’s vintage metal wheelbarrow filled with wine of many colors was a welcome sight indeed.

To ease her game-time jitters, Vivian opened a few bottles of orange wine and white, arranging them on tables demiluned by teacups half full of citronella tea (hand steeped by Eleanor). This arrangement supported the languid feeling Vivian wanted to impart, that partygoers had come and drunk and were now sleeping in the garden, with the added benefit of keeping insects at bay. Additionally, because Whitby had made a point of olfactory tablescapes, Vivian had placed bouquets of bergamot incense in some of the tree hollows, and they’d moved Lenny into the garage for the evening to spare people his scent.

At 6 p.m., everyone slipped into their costumes: Bailey into her March Hare ensemble, Sunny a chambray frock with metal buttons and a lace collar that looked just right with her polished paddock boots. Trudy texted Vivian photos of her Tweedledee costume to her husband’s Tweedledum, asking if they looked right. And Vivian? She couldn’t have been more pleased with the cap-sleeved tiered tulle evening gown that fell about her body like the laps of ocean waves, a looser and more feminine interpretation of the story’s Alice. As for Alan, the girls had said his costume was a surprise, that Vivian shouldn’t look at the backyard until they told her to. And now, with the girls holding her hands and guiding her into the kitchen with repeated accusations (“You sure your eyes are closed?”), it was time to see her Hatter.

“Close your eyes!” insisted Sunny, who had an uncanny radar for Vivian’s little cheats. (But it was hard not to open her eyes a touch—Vivian’s satin slip-ons had barely any traction.) Step-by-step, the girls led her to the deck overlooking the backyard. When Vivian opened her eyes, it was the candles she saw first—on the tables, in the trees, hanging at odd angles. Her girls had lit every battery-operated candle operable in the state of Connecticut, and the effect was something from a fever dream, both faraway and close at the same time. And then she saw the animals. Four fawns moved between the tables, nibbling the high grass, their white spots like furry constellations. At the property’s edge, the adult deer stood, their noses black as onyx. Too bad for her makeup: Vivian’s eyes filled up with tears. There, her brilliant twelve-year-old draped against the railing with the satisfaction of a job superbly done. It just so happened that the job was magic. That her little girl held magic. And now her yard did too.

Vivian put her arm around Sunny, kissed the top of her head. And then she stretched her other arm around Bailey, who, for the first time in eons, didn’t pull away. “Thank you both so much,” she said. “I couldn’t have done this without you. Everything looks great.”

“There’s one more surprise,” said Sunny, beaming. “Wait till you see Dad!”

When Vivian and her daughters stepped into the backyard, the otherworldliness was even more pronounced. Shadows played against the trees, and the snuffling of the animals created a soundscape of delight. Bailey yanked up a blade of grass and pushed it to her lips, summoning her father with a grassy whistle. With a creak of the playhouse door, Alan emerged from the cramped structure still in his white pants—and, as ever, barefoot—but dressed up to the nines. On his head, he wore a lampshade with feathers stuck all through it and, as a coat, a lace duster in sky blue clearly pinched from Vivian’s closet, topped with a patterned ascot; and in his arms—dear God, was that a possum?

“Oh, Sun, I don’t know about that,” said Vivian, stepping toward the weird thing in Alan’s arms. “Don’t they bite? Or claw? And like, fall over dead? People will be nervous. About diseases and all that?”

“Don’t worry,” said Sunny, patting Vivian’s arm. “That’s Pinky. Pinky’s super calm. We’ve been talking about it. I’ve been coaching him. He’s not gonna play dead.”

Vivian looked around at the placated, happy animals munching on the grass, adding a fantastical element to her party that could simply not be upped. She had to trust her daughter. Put belief in make-believe.

“It’s very Mad Hatter,” said Alan beneath his lampshade. He patted the marsupial. “It’s wildly on brand.”
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AT THE FINAL Queen Anne tutorial before Vivian’s party (topic: guest list management; hostess: Margaret), Whitby bemoaned the fact that responding to invitations had become an antiquated custom, so that party organizers were burdened with outrageous math. Even though the invitations had been digital and everyone who was anyone had already known about the parties, Whitby encouraged the seedlings to brave the 20/60/85 rule: Only 20 percent of invitees would RSVP, but 60 percent of the total number of people invited would actually show up, yet a good hostess should always be optimistic and expect 85 percent capacity lest she be caught unprepared. So far, these numbers had proved true for Vivian. Only a handful of the card-carrying Queen Annes had RSVP’d that they were coming, but when the clock hit 8:15, the members flooded in. Binky Sullivan and Jo-Ann Buckley both came dressed as White Queens with talc on their faces; Ibby Stevenson arrived in a cheetah wrap dress with a hat fashioned from cards. Quincy Abrams came with a tart in hand, which she carried around all evening. (Bailey later explained that she’d been dressed as the Knave of Hearts, who was constantly stealing the queen’s pies.) Mitsy Bechtel came dressed like Alice, in a pinafore (“Even I know you’re not supposed to dress like the main character at someone else’s party,” Sunny said to this), and Margaret Mitchell flounced in as the Red Queen in a daring evening jacket of black velvet and red brocade, tuxedo trousers, and laced black boots that she looked quite striking in. Vivian had a moment of panic—Whitby had been planning to come as the Queen of Hearts; what if she found Margaret’s costume too close to her own? But Whitby had a doctorate in one-upmanship. However good Margaret looked, Whitby would arrive looking better.

Serafina arrived late in a voluminous beige bathrobe decked with a gorgeous green top hat (“The Cheshire Cat,” said Bailey. “Nailed it!”); Alyson in a delicate evening coat made from peacock feathers over a beige pantsuit (“Is she the Dodo?” Bailey asked). After assisting Vivian with the final details, Eleanor had gone home to change, returning looking pretty much as she had earlier except for a fascinator, and Travis—whom the girls wouldn’t hear of not including—arrived in a housedress with a choker made of pepper shakers sitting heavy round his neck. (Vivian had to ask which character he was dressed as. “The cook!” Travis exclaimed.) The crowd was positively electric with appreciation for the upside-down backyard, the live deer grazing on the high grass, the star projector Vivian had doctored to look like the Cheshire Cat’s grin. How had Vivian done it? The working grandfather clock, the little books, the teacups and glowing hollows and all the flying tables? Genius, Vivian, genius! Where had Vivian Anderson been hiding this talent, these ideas? And where’d they get that possum?

Instead of music, there was soft light from the fireflies, the munching of grazing deer, and from somewhere yonder, frogs. The waning crescent moon hung above them gently, and the faces of the guests loomed phosphorous and pleasant. Just as Vivian was starting to worry at Whitby’s whereabouts, Serafina came up behind her, threading her bathrobed arm through Vivian’s.

“I gotta tell you something quick,” she said. “And I don’t want you to get mad.”

“Oh, okay?” said Vivian, not ready for a come-to-Jesus talk about their friendship.

“I know it seems I haven’t helped,” said Serafina, whose words were slightly slurred. “But like, except, I have?”

“You have?” said Vivian, her lips pursed.

“I maybe, sorta drugged her? Like, just a little bit?” Serafina clasped her arm tighter.

“Wait, what? Drugged who?”

“Whitby!” Sera giggled. “She is maybe an itty bitty stoned? We had a make-up cocktail, and I put tincture in her vodka? And mine as well. For samesies.”

“What?” Vivian gasped.

“I just forget how thin she is.” Serafina winced. “So I might have put too much? Sorry, I wanted your night to be perfect! I really did! But also, she’s like, really, really high?”

Vivian turned to see her rabbit-headed daughter escorting a stumbling Whitby dressed in a blood-red ball gown. She was wearing a massive gray wig that had jewel-encrusted birds nested in it. Her cleavage had entered the group chat. Vivian had to act as if everything was normal.

“My regnant!” said Vivian, curtsying, not a normal thing to do at all.

“Vivian, this is magnificent!” said Whitby, pulling her in for a hug, or maybe for added balance. “I didn’t think you’d pull it off, but—my star stars, are those the deer again? My God, am I in danger? Tell me there’s no elk!” She gathered up her skirts.

“No, no, they’re hired actors,” said Serafina, touching Whitby’s arm. “They’re professionally trained.”

“Well, isn’t that so interesting!” said Whitby, her chin high. “Professionals! Show me to the wine!”
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WHILE WHITBY WENT in search of liquid fare, Vivian moved to the snack table to make sure the cheese was holding up. Though Vivian remembered most of the Wonderland quotes they’d framed in needlepoint, she didn’t remember the one behind the Gouda:

“I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then.”

Vivian loved how the swinging motion of the sentence replicated the swishing skirts and clinking cutlery, her every effort coming off as effortless, each wrong becoming right. For one glorious evening, Alan could sleep in the playhouse or on top of it, Vivian could fall asleep in the middle of the yard, the birds would sleep on Sunny’s pillow, the wax would drip upward. Tonight, she and her family lived in freedom where conventions could be curbed.

“It’s a beautiful party,” said Dani, suddenly at Vivian’s side. Ever the iconoclast, Dani was wearing a slim-fitting tuxedo that looked terrifically debonair.

“My gosh, thank you!” said Vivian, too happy to feel competitive. “Thank you for the eggs! Oh, and the lemonade as well.”

“You put a shit ton of effort in,” said Dani, looking around. “Do you do this professionally?”

“Professionally?” Vivian questioned. “I mean, I’ve done some set design, but that was years ago, for, like, high school plays.”

“You should get back to it,” said Dani, sober as a church mouse. “You have a real talent.”

“Well, you should hire me for your dinners, then!” said Vivian, made brazen by the punch.

“Oh, I would. I absolutely would. But I’m not a real chef.”

With that, Dani strode toward the cheese table, where Vivian had put out a $300 selection of Stilton, leaving Vivian impressed by the humility and leave-taking skills of her last remaining rival.


[image: ]
By 10 p.m., the party was in full swing. Trudy’s and Serafina’s husbands were smoking cigars on the porch of Alan’s playhouse, and one of the fawns had eaten a guest’s shoe. After accepting the congratulations of partygoers who had early tee times the next morning, Vivian made her way to the charcuterie table, where Whitby had taken down a surprising amount of meat.

“It’s just ingenuous, ingenious?” Whitby was saying to the women gathered about. “To have no formal seating? That way, the piggy pig pigs don’t get stuck by their chinny chin chins, do you know what I mean?”

“I went too hard on the tincture,” Serafina whispered to Vivian, sharing her saucer of champagne. “I think she is combusting.”

“Although I guess it’s not ADA compliant if you don’t have actual seats?” Whitby slurred. “Americans with Disability Actors? Americans with Disabilities?”

“Honey,” said Serafina, reaching for Whitby’s wineglass, “why don’t we have water?”

“Looky, looky, looky!” Whitby lurched, grabbing her wine back. “There she is, my little seedling-poo! The lady of the hour! Vivian’s my favorite,” Whitby gushed, leaning her massive wig against Trudy’s propeller cap. “She’s going to invest.”

Vivian’s stomach twisted.

“You are?” gasped Serafina.

“No, no,” said Vivian, who didn’t want to ruin Whitby’s buoyant mood. “I didn’t say that, exactly, I just . . . love the concept, who doesn’t love the concept? It looks so beautiful. I mean, we love the Adirondacks,” said Vivian, who had not actually been to the Adirondacks before.

“Well, it certainly is a concept,” said Whitby, a strand of her wig now stuck to Trudy’s Tweedledee cap. “’Cause we’re verrrrry short on cash! Who knew y’all were such cheapskates? I mean, never have I ever had so few people invest!”

“They’re maybe a little overpriced, no?” said Eleanor, untwirling the hair from Trudy’s propeller. “For something underground?”

“They’re multiground,” said Whitby, who celebrated her liberation from Trudy’s cap by grabbing more salami. “Didn’t ya read the packet?”

“They are overpriced,” said Dani, still nursing a seltzer. “Especially considering that you’ll never actually get a lodging with your investment. Okay.” Dani reached into the chest pocket of her tux. “No time like the present, right?”

“My God, is that a badge?” said Trudy, spitting out her wine.

“Whitby Shepard,” Dani stated, “you are hereby under arrest for investor fraud and tax evasion. You have the right to remain silent—”

“Excuse me,” said Whitby, with an exaggerated frown. “There aren’t any cops in Alice in Wonderland.”

“Anything you say,” Dani continued, “can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney and to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense—”

“As if I can’t afford a lawyer!?” Whitby laughed. “Puh-leaze.”

“Is this for real?” asked Alyson, flapping back a peacock feather that had fallen forward. “You’re actually a cop?”

“Internal Revenue Service, Criminal Investigation Division,” said Dani, flashing her badge above the cheese board. “My name is actually Taylor Particelli, and, Mrs. Shepard, if you do have a lawyer, I would call them now.”

“I knew it. Man, I knew it!” Serafina yelped. “I just knew you weren’t a chef! Her Marie Rose sauce sucked! Wait, but your house is so cute, though! Will you be moving out?”

“Stop with the salami!” said Margaret, thrusting a napkin toward Whitby. “Have some dignity!” After placing the pepperoni back onto the meat board, Margaret faced the crowd. “Whitby and Brent bilked my girlfriend out of a significant investment, and I said I’d be damned if I watched it happen to anybody else.”

“You’re behind this?” said Whitby, pointing. “You? My family awarded you the Eldridge Prize for the best gardens five years in a row! Even though your asters are disgusting!”

“You have a girlfriend?” Trudy gaped.

“No one is responsible for this except for you.” Margaret shook her head at Whitby. “I just helped Taylor get here. You’ve been a lovely addition to our gatherings, by the way, Taylor dear. Very unique. So fresh.”

“I called this,” said Serafina. “I totally called this. I knew she wasn’t a real chef!”

“You called nothing!” yelled Whitby, throwing her glass down. “You’ve been totally useless! You couldn’t even get that one to invest there, and you had an entire year!”

Vivian stopped in place. When Whitby said “that one,” she’d jerked her chin at Vivian. All the women looked at Serafina, who had turned a violent green.

“Stop,” said Serafina. “Don’t.”

“Oh, I’m sure you just loved your time as Sera’s little bestie.” Whitby wagged her finger cruelly at Vivian. “Probably came as quite the shock! No commission for you, though,” she said, pressing that same finger against Serafina’s nose. “You didn’t get the prize.”

“You were in on this, also?” Margaret glowered. “What is wrong with you?”

“No, no, of course I wasn’t!” said Serafina, smacking Whitby’s hand off. “I don’t know what’s going on!”

“Don’t know what’s going on?” jeered Whitby. “I was going to give Serafina here a fifteen percent commission for every investment she brought in, starting with our Midwesterner. That’s what was going on! They’re supposed to be so nice!”

Vivian didn’t know where she’d find the force to breathe. Dani wasn’t real, her friendship with Sera had been bullshit. Bullshit monetized. Her being invited to the seeding, her having this party—had she any worth at all?

“I wasn’t, it wasn’t like that!” said Serafina, daring to look at Vivian. “I mean, not after a while. I promise you. It wasn’t. Like right away, it wasn’t. I mean, I never thought that you’d invest!”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Dani—or Taylor. “Anyone else have something to confess? I have a pair of handcuffs in my pocket, but if you can act like grown-ups, I won’t have to use them. If you’ll accompany me to my car, Mrs. Shepard, we can be discreet. And, Mrs. Everett, sounds like I’m going to have some follow-ups for you, too.”

“No way,” said Whitby, swishing her ball gown. “No way am I getting into a HONDA ACCORD.”
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STANDING IN THE middle of her backyard as the party buzzed with talk of underreported income, diversions of funds, whistleblowing from disgruntled investors, an audit on Brent Mackesy’s company before they’d relocated to Banff, Vivian hoped she’d never reexperience the shock and sadness of learning that what she’d interpreted as friendship had been a game of pawns.

“I’m sorry,” Serafina had said, touching her wrist as everyone watched a fumbling Whitby follow Taylor to her car. “It really wasn’t like that. I mean at first, I didn’t know you, but when I—”

Margaret pushed between them. Initially, Vivian thought the woman was holding Alan’s possum. But it was just an enormous loaf of bread.

“Go home,” said Margaret. “You’ve done enough already. Scoot.”

Vivian could barely register that Margaret was standing up for her. Vivian felt seasick, drugged, completely ill at heart. She looked at her shoes, the tips of the satin stained irrevocably by the grass. The woman whom Vivian had been working so hard to impress had been a total fraud. A Ponzi scheme of sculpted cheeks and spotless outfits. What did that say about Vivian’s moral compass, that she’d followed the wrong star? She was so shocked, so overwhelmed by what had happened, that she barely noticed when Margaret was replaced by the man who had been living in her yard. Alan was scooping up the remnants of the deviled eggs that Taylor had brought over. He no longer had the lampshade. Where’d he put it? Where’d he put the possum? The revelation that Serafina wasn’t who Vivian thought she was, that Dani wasn’t either, and—while they were at it—that Whitby Shepard had been arrested?! had made Vivian’s reality untrustworthy: The movements of the people around her shimmered and regressed. The night, the laden tables, the feel of her husband next to her, a foamy mirage.

“Congratulations,” said Alan, reaching for an egg half. “You did it, Viv!”

“Please don’t be sarcastic,” she moaned. “I don’t know what to think.”

“But you did it, didn’t you?” said Alan, earnestly. “Doesn’t this mean that you’re an Anne?”

“Wait, what?” She turned to him.

“Eleanor is out and Dani is a fed, so, honey, that leaves you.” He took another egg half. “It was an awesome night. You killed it. Honestly, just perfect. I had a lot of fun.”

Vivian blinked, trying to comprehend what he was saying. “No, no, under these circumstances, I mean . . . I’m sure there’ll be a do-over. I bet none of this counts.”

“Sweetheart,” he said, pulling her to him, “it counts. This was a magic evening. A total wonderland.”

“No, but . . . you didn’t hear, though?” Vivian sniffled against his ascot. “Serafina was using me. To get us to invest!”

“Aww, honey. Let’s be honest. You were using her right back.” Alan kissed her temple, touching her with both his physical affection and the fact that he’d observed something true about her social life. “Focus on the night.”

Before Vivian could say something that would spoil the moment, a firecracker burst into the sky. Sunny, smelling of incense and wet grass, threw her arms around her parents. “Race you to the beach?” she said. “The moon brings out the fish!”
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ON THE SHORT walk to the beach, the remaining guests wondered whether they’d ventured through a portal—was it still the third, or was it the Fourth? Why were there fireworks?

“Technically it’s nearly midnight, so almost July Fourth,” said Alyson, who had ditched, somewhere on the shoreline, the complicated peacock layer that had been covering her pantsuit. Bailey and Sunny were already knee-deep in the water, and Margaret, Alan, and Eleanor were peeling their clothes off at the water’s edge.

“Who gives a shit, that was a party to remember!” said Trudy, coming up behind them. “Did you have any idea?”

“About Dani?” asked Alyson, whose eyes were kind of jumpy. “Or Whitby? Or all the above?!” Vivian had picked up on Alyson’s frequency but hadn’t considered why it hummed with so much treble: Alyson was a bundle of nerves and insecurities, just like Vivian.

“Honestly?” said Vivian. “I don’t think I had any idea about anything at all.”

“Well, congratulations, neighbor!” Trudy punched her on the arm. “If Dani isn’t real . . .”

“She’s real, Trudy,” said Margaret, pantsless. “She’s just a federal agent. And yes—” Now she’d dropped her underwear. “Congratulations, Vivian. Welcome to the Annes!”

Vivian didn’t know how to address someone whose pubic hair was showing.

“Really?” she said, as another firework exploded in a cone of light.

“Really!” Margaret nodded. “I’ll hug you when I get my clothes on. Who else is coming in?”

Apparently, she’d done it. She’d become an Anne! Except for the whole arrest thing and Serafina being an asshole—oh God, and Whitby’s children, Vivian couldn’t think of that—the night had been a success. Vivian had overcome the chaos of her family to put on a great evening, thanks to that same family and her actual friends. Everything she’d wanted was unfolding—differently from the way she’d imagined, but unfolding, still. In one week’s time, the pool construction would begin and Alan would have to be Alan Anderson again. Vivian should have been happy. She should have been overjoyed. So why did she feel guilty? Why did she feel sad?

At the shoreline, Vivian watched Alan ball up his shirt and toss it to the rocky part of the beach in one confident throw. Reaching for the back stays on her outfit, Vivian recalled their fevered grappling in the tiny home. Maybe Alan didn’t have to change everything new about him. She’d grown fond of the white linen. She loved his wild hair. The briny air off the ocean was sensual, enrobing. No wonder Alan came down here to fish and bathe and think. Vivian mostly enjoyed it from the tables at their country club that had a seaside view.

Beside her, Alyson was rolling up her pant cuffs. Eleanor, Margaret, and Trudy were splashing in the water, yelping at the temperature, and the girls were throwing seaweed. Alan doubled back to convince Vivian to swim.

“Mind if I borrow her a minute?” he asked the town’s star stager. Before Alyson joined the others, Vivian caught her assessing Alan’s pecs.

“I’m proud of you, you know,” said Alan, taking her hand.

“You’re proud?” Vivian repeated, wanting to believe it. There had been a lot that Alan had been grateful for over these past years. Cognizant of. Appreciative. But he’d never said that he was proud of her. “I missed that our kid can talk to animals,” she said. “I’ve kept Bailey from her plays.”

“She was in a play tonight,” Alan pointed out. “‘The hurrier I go . . . ’”

“She called me Valerie the other day. On purpose.”

Alan took this in. He’d always liked Vivian’s given name; claimed it original and fitting. When she’d decided to change it, she’d revealed something to Alan she couldn’t live down or deny. But he’d called her Vivian from then on. He’d rarely got it wrong. And she had loved him—very much—for that.

“You can slow down now, you know,” Alan told her, holding her hand tight. “The right people, they find you. Case in point—” He gestured to the middle-aged women splashing through the sea with their heavy breasts and buttocks, imperfect and divine. “And now? We skinny dip.”

“Oh no no no.” Vivian laughed. “No skinny dipping. We don’t have any towels.”

“I happen to know we have like fifty pool towels stored in our garage.”

Were they in the process of forgiving each other? Clearly, there were a lot of things she’d let Alan get away with, but this whole time, had he been lax with her? Not just for the pool build and the many, many purchases but for her other trespasses, the big and scary ones? The relentless way she saw the big picture but none of the fine points? Another firecracker burst out of the dark.

Screw it: Vivian would swim. What better way to celebrate new beginnings than with a midnight dunk? As Alan helped with the complicated corsetry keeping her dress on, a crashing sound made her turn back toward the trees. It was the fawns that Vivian saw first, their black noses gleaming and oiled, their white spots whizzing into lines as they leapt out of the brush. But then she heard the crackling. And then she saw the sparks. And then the adult deer came bolting through the trees. Alan turned, his white pants a moon against the tide.

“Oh fuck,” he said, an edge to his voice that chilled Vivian’s blood. “Oh my fucking God.”

“Daddy!” cried Sunny, from out in the water.

“Mom, do something!” said Bailey, clutching her sister.

Alan shoved past Vivian. Alan was running. Alan ran into the woods. Bailey was yelling after Alan, so was Trudy, so was everyone. Sunny dashed after her father. Vivian tried to scream for her to come back, but her voice didn’t come out right. She needed her family there, together by the water. Everyone was moving, screaming; there were no cell phones to pull out because Alan had made it anathema to use them, favoring their hearts, their heads, their eyes taking in the ruin of Vivian’s dreams. The fire, it was burning. It was burning down their house.
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IN THE DAYS after the fire, Alan spent a lot of time thinking about dairy creamer. When he was a kid, his mother loved it. His father wouldn’t go without it. There had been a jar in their Belleport pantry, not because Alan loved it also but because he’d been raised to believe that a good American home had dairy creamer in the cupboard. Did Alan’s parents know that powdered creamer was one of the most flammable grocery items you could keep inside a house? Mothballs, fabric softener, nail polish remover also. Eye cream, face cream, neck cream: any cream with paraffin. Bug spray, sunscreen, hand sanitizer, dryer lint. Steel wool, white flour, instant mashed potatoes, linseed oil, sunflower oil, canola, vegetable. Brake fluid, antifreeze, their gas-powered Weedwacker. The buoys and the plastic floats and the boxes of chlorine granules Vivian had stored up for the pool. The speed bumps that delayed the fire trucks’ arrival. Things; all of these things. Pots, pans, sheets, bikes, all of this, replaceable. A roof, four walls, a solid foundation: A home could be rebuilt with enough cash. The answer was always money. Money was the remedy. It was also the disease.

Alan didn’t say any of this to Vivian. He knew better than to lecture his mourning wife about blank slates and fresh starts. They weren’t going to Alaska to live off whale blubber in a yurt. They weren’t going back to Bay Port to crash in his mother’s sewing room. They were sleeping in Margaret’s two-bedroom carriage house, where the bedsheets smelled like jasmine and scented frozen washcloths were delivered every night to their respective quarters on enamel trays. Both Margaret and her now official girlfriend, Tyler (whom the neighborhood had known previously as “the Mitchell family architect”), were going the extra mile to keep Sunny and Bailey busy and distracted. When Margaret realized Bailey had hacked into the community forum as “Fred,” Margaret secured her a summer internship in the homeowners association’s understaffed web department, while the rescue-horse-loving Tyler had Sunny deeply involved in an equine-therapy program in the Greenwich backcountry.

The atmosphere was loving. The energy was generous. But for Vivian and Alan, their only distraction from the fire was the tackling of paperwork generated by the fire itself, which was a necessary task, but not a healing one; especially for Vivian who missed the everything of everything they’d had. For Vivian, the home loss was a gaping hole of items and memories and knickknacks and children’s drawings that she could never replace. For Alan, when he thought of their dead home at 31 Alden Court, he missed the unimaginable. The perfect wooden comb he’d gotten in Italy on their honeymoon, the dry sound Lenny’s claws made when he clacked at seaweed. There’d been no sign of Lenny in the rubble. They’d moved his beverage tub to the garage for Vivian’s special night.

“Was this the guest bathroom?” a detective called out from the unidentifiable debris that used to be their home. The blame game, it continued. The insurance forms and PDFs, the hold times and the emails. He and Vivian had been called out to their property, informed there was a clue.

“That was the half bath,” Vivian managed. “The full bath was over there.”

Alan put his arm around her. In Vivian’s search for the fire’s culprit, he recognized that she’d been generous in exonerating him, not for the fire—he had no idea what started it—but for not being his normal self when something so abnormal and awful had occurred. Alan knew this took hard work from her, and he also knew that given the recent efforts he’d made to live outside their house, Vivian was mourning the loss more viscerally than he was. But Alan had reserves now; inner resources he could tap. He’d help Vivian make the best of this. He’d be his best for her.

While the detectives poked and flashlighted the cremains of their home, Alan remembered a Super Bowl ad about positive thinking from that past winter. In it, a young girl is performing at a figure skating competition—joyfully, victoriously—until she looks up to see an empty seat beside her father. On the ride home in their Kia EV9, the daughter looks preoccupied and melancholic, purportedly still thinking about whoever was missing in the bleachers.

Courtesy of the Kia, the viewer arrives at a luxury log home surrounded by snow-covered mountains. Inside the house is an elderly gentleman shown in a wheelchair. In front of the house lies a perfect skating pond. The father gets out of the car, removes a massive inlay speaker from the back, plugs something into the electric car’s interior outlet, and births hundreds of Christmas lights into being around the frozen pond. The father cues his daughter’s music, and she repeats her performance while the grandfather watches from inside. On the window facing the pond, Grandpa etches out a score of “10” in the fogged glass.

It was a good commercial—a real tearjerker of an ad that also managed to showcase the lesser-known benefits of electric cars. When Alan thought about the commercial, he considered the fierce love between the young girl and the grandfather, a relationship that his girls never had with Alan’s father and one Alan had also missed, himself. But there was more than that. There was something about second chances, about it not being true that we have only one moment to shine, something also about compromise and next-best options that made Alan proud. Because Alan had been a different man during Super Bowl pitch season. A different man, also, during his dairy pitch. He was a better person now.

The advertisement was still in Alan’s head when the detectives indicated the spot in their driveway where Trudy Peterson’s electric truck had exploded. After she’d deposited the tables she’d pilfered from the club, she’d left it there, intending to load the tables back in first thing in the morning.

Vivian had been sure it was the fireworks. Everyone in Belleport blamed the fireworks, which Bethany Miller had finally copped to setting off in hopes it would “disrupt the little Anne bash.” But no, said the detectives. No. It was the car. That week alone, two thousand Americans had seen their Narvo electric trucks recalled because of a faulty disconnect in the pyrotechnic batteries. This was no surprise to Alan—he’d turned down the Narvo account because their cars were junk: half-assed, arrived too quickly on the market. What was surprising to Alan was that their junk car had burned his house. The manufacturer was going to replace the batteries (and in Trudy’s case, the truck), but the jury was out on whether they’d pay for a rebuild.

To receive such a payout, they’d have to sue the car company. They’d have to stay tethered to their computers, tethered to their phones, submerged in a scalding bath of blame assignment that made the loss feel worse. Obviously, a decision needed to be made. Obviously, Alan wasn’t listening to the detectives as intently as he should. He kept thinking of the aged grandfather beaming at the little skater on the pond. The agency behind the ad was David & Goliath, named for a giant and the guy who’d gone to fight him with a sling and stones, alone.

Sticks and stones may break my bones, Alan thought, watching his wife inspect the heap of char and iron the detective was pointing at, but words can never hurt me. What nonsense, that expression. What a dirty lie. Words had the power to change a person’s outlook. It’s only in losing a dwelling, he imagined Daniel counseling him, that one discovers home.

When the detectives finally left, tickled pink to have given the Andersons a culprit, Alan and Vivian stood in their blackened yard, shocked into silence. A fire is beautiful when it is burning—raging, reaching, furious—but when it is extinguished, the beauty flames out with it. Alan knew the green would grow back; sprouts and vines would shoot through the charred plant limbs, birds would perch on new spring branches, and grasshoppers would leap through healthy grass, but it would be a long time coming. It would take so long.

Alan had Vivian’s hand in his when they heard a car pull into the remnants of their driveway. Maybe the detectives had forgotten something. But no, it wasn’t the detectives. Nor was it a car. A massive truck hauling an excavator parked outside their former house.

“Oh my God,” said Vivian, her hand suddenly damp. “Oh shit.”

A lanky fellow in a Paradise Plunge work uniform hopped out of the truck. He lifted his sunglasses to peer at his clipboard.

“Uh, is this 31 Alden?” he shouted from the property’s edge. The arm of his excavator trembled in the air like the trunk of a robot.

“I’m so sorry,” Vivian whispered to Alan. “What a total mess.”

Alan looked at her dejected expression. And felt sure of something. He had the solution at his disposal, of course he fucking did. Love was the way forward. Love was the rebuild. Alan cupped his fingers to his chapped lips. “Sure is!” Alan shouted to the man.

“Um, Vivian Anderson?” the fellow called as he approached, still looking at his clipboard.

“Errggh,” said Vivian. “Yes?”

The Plunge man looked around him. “This’s definitely 31 Alden? We’re digging for your pool?”

“Yes, that was the plan,” she said. “But as you can see—”

No “buts,” thought Alan. There would be no “buts” today. There would be no “buts” tomorrow. For many years, he and Vivian had been like two electrical terminals disconnected, between which no real current could flow. But that ended that morning, right there in their yard. Or what was left of their backyard. Alan turned to Vivian, mouthed, I’ve got this.

“Alan Anderson, hi there,” he said, shaking the man’s hand. “That is the plan, indeed. So glad you found us! Sorry ’bout the mess.”

“Right, but . . .” Pool Plunge cocked his head. “I have orders for a pool off of the house?”

“We had to tweak the plans a little,” interrupted Alan. “But yes. A swimming pool. In-ground.”

“But I have a design here for one elevated off a house?”

“The house could not be with us.”

The man removed his sunglasses. “So there’s a pool, but there’s no house.”

“That’s the new direction, yes,” said Alan, activating corporate voice.

“I’m sorry, but that doesn’t match the plans I have,” said the Paradise Plunger, holding out a blueprint.

“Life is full of swerves, man, I don’t know what to tell you. Here,” said Alan, gesturing for the clipboard. On the side of the contract, he drew a perfect rectangle. “Dig a hole in the shape of that, yeah? The same size as what was planned. We’ll just live around it.”

Beside him, Vivian blinked.

“Alan,” she said meekly, “I—”

“You’ll . . . just live around it,” the man repeated.

“My wife desires a pool,” said Alan, chest puffed. “A pool will set us free. Please commence the digging. There’s literally nothing in your way.”

“This is, is that—” stuttered the fellow, his eyes going wide.

“It’s unusual, I understand that,” Alan answered. “But that is what we want.”

“Honey,” Vivian said, her eyes bright. “Alan, are you sure?”

The Plunge man shook his head as if he needed to exorcise something from it. “No, it’s not that, sorry—I don’t know if I’m seeing things? Do you all see a lobster?”

Alan and Vivian turned to where he was pointing. It was a miracle. An augury. Motherfucking Lenny was clawing through the charred gardenias that bordered the backyard. Still brown but partly red, as some of him had cooked. Some of him. Not all. Hand in hand, they stared at this resurrection with the pool guy. Alan and his wife. They’d hurry back to Margaret’s and they’d tell the kids together. They’d borrow Margaret’s station wagon and go to a nice market, find Lenny a companion. They’d let him have a family. They’d share the pool together. They’d try not to get clawed.

What could they do about it? What could anyone do about it? What had happened was very, very bad. Alan had been playing at having less, and now they really had it.

But look at what they had. What they still had. With love, they could go on.
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