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For Mac





You are the same and still the same and suddenly one morning two distinct lines, ineradicable, have appeared at the corners of your mouth.

—James Salter







Terminal 3, Heathrow London April 26, 2024






12:15 PM Mia

Trouble lay ahead of her.

The line to board the plane had stopped moving, leaving Mia stuck next to a galley where two attendants made preflight preparations. One of them, a brunette with a silk scarf tied around her neck, opened a drawer containing a tray of foil-covered meals while her colleague poured water into small plastic cups. Mia watched them work, gathering her belongings in front of her. She had checked no bags. All she had was a small carry-on containing, among other items, a black dress, a leather tote that held her laptop, a paperback novel, a bottle of Extra Strength Tylenol, a charger for her phone, and an aluminum water bottle. She wore jeans and sneakers and a long wool coat, which she presently took off and draped over her right arm. The flight attendant who had been filling cups of water looked down the aisle. The line still hadn’t moved.

“We’ve got a luggage problem,” he said. His colleague closed the drawer containing the meals and glanced back to where he was gesturing. There Mia saw a man struggling to squeeze a large suitcase into the overhead storage bin. He kept turning it around, pushing it harder, but even from where she was standing Mia could see there was no way the bag was going to fit.

“These idiots,” the flight attendant in the scarf said. “I mean, honestly.”

She smiled at Mia, as if suddenly realizing she was there, then excused herself and slid by her. Threading her way past other passengers, she eventually reached the man and tapped him gently on the shoulder. Mia took her phone from her pocket and opened her photo app. Before boarding began she had been looking through it, trying to find the last picture she had taken of all her friends together. Waiting at the gate, she had told herself that if she could find one, just one, then all of this would have turned out differently. But she hadn’t, so now she found herself scrolling, past shots of Regent’s Park and Broadway Market and her small, empty flat in Islington. When she reached November of last year, the flight attendant had made her way back to where Mia was standing, the bag held high above her head. She looked at her colleague and rolled her eyes. The line moved again.

By the time she settled into her seat Mia was deep in the fall of 2022. She had seen Adam and Richie on New Jersey Transit, and Sasha in a red leotard, and Theo strumming an electric guitar, and her old apartment in Greenpoint, and Lev with his glasses on the end of his nose. None of it was what she was looking for. For nearly a minute her mind drifted, her thoughts loose and scattered. Then, blinking, she opened a new text message, where she typed about to take off, see you tomorrow, and pressed send. A moment later, a response appeared on her screen: Only if you’re up for it. She read it a few times over, then returned to her photos without responding. Beaches, skylines, cones topped with melting ice cream. Rami on a blanket in Fort Greene Park, and Marco with a baby, and the empty, postapocalyptic streets of the pandemic. Mia’s thumb swiped faster and she felt herself starting to sweat. The trip had come together at the last minute—she kept thinking of things she hadn’t done, people she had forgotten to call. She was next to a window, and she leaned her head against it. On the tarmac men in uniforms drove small carts, pulling trains of luggage behind them. Someone in a reflective orange vest directed a nearby plane to a gate. The sky was overcast, thick with gray clouds. Mia swiped her thumb once more and then—at last—she saw it: all of them together on a bright-green lawn. A swimming pool sparkled in the background, and bocce balls lay at their feet. She zoomed in on each of their faces, then looked at the geotag and date on the picture. Amagansett. Labor Day, 2019. She exhaled and waited for some relief.

“Good afternoon to you!”

Glancing up, Mia saw a man standing over her. He was large, well over six feet, and when he finally managed to sit down his knees brushed the seat in front of him. He looked to be about forty-five, which was to say a year or two older than Mia, and his red hair was parted neatly on the side. Mia smiled politely. She put away her phone and pulled the paperback novel out of her bag and read the first page. The sentences were clean and precise and they washed over her without meaning. She reached the bottom of the page, immediately forgetting what she had read, and went back to the beginning to start again.

“They pack us in here bloody tight, don’t they!” the man said.

Mia looked up from the book. He was smiling at her.

“Yes,” she said. “They do.”

“Can’t be too hard for you, though, being small like you are. Me, on the other hand.” The man slapped both of his knees. “Wouldn’t mind a bit more room!”

The plane pulled away from the gate. On the small screen in front of her, Mia watched as the president of Delta welcomed her aboard, and then as a diverse cast of flight attendants performed various safety demonstrations. When they were finished, a handsome man dressed as a pilot invited her to sit back, relax, and enjoy the flight. The plane swiveled ninety degrees. She heard the engines grow louder, and soon after that they were in the air. Below them, the ground was laced with roads that cut through parking lots and commercial centers and past empty green patches of earth. Mia’s ears popped. The plane began to level out, and she opened the paperback again.

“Good book?” the man asked.

“I’ve just started it.”

“I detect an American accent.”

Mia closed the novel. “Good ear,” she said.

“Going home, then?”

“No. Not really? I moved to London about six months ago.”

The man folded his fingers together. They were large, the knuckles bulbous. Toward the front of the plane, the two flight attendants from earlier began pushing a drink cart down the aisle.

“It’s my first time headed to New York, if you can believe it,” he said.

“Oh?”

“You’ve been, I gather?”

“Yes. I lived there for a long time.”

“Back to the old stomping ground, then?”

“Something like that.”

“Smashing!” He reached into a backpack and pulled out a leather-bound notebook in which he had handwritten an itinerary. “I’m there for business, but I’ve got a mind to sneak in a bit of sightseeing on the side. This is everything that I’ve got planned. What do you think?”

Mia read it over. The Statue of Liberty, Ellis Island, Little Italy, Times Square, The Lion King. Handing it back to him, she said, “Yep, that looks like everything.”

The man returned the notebook to his backpack.

“Not much of a talker, are you.” He frowned, sounding puzzled if not a little hurt.

For a moment Mia felt guilty; she had hardly slept over the past five days, but the man was obviously excited, and she knew the polite thing to do would be to come up with some interesting suggestions. But then the drink cart arrived, interrupting her thoughts. The flight attendant in the silk scarf cleared her throat and widened her smile. She asked the man next to Mia if he would like something to drink.

“A gin and tonic!” he said. “Bloody hell, make it two gin and tonics. One for me, and one for—?”

“Mia. It’s Mia.” She looked at the flight attendant. “Just a club soda, please.”

The flight attendant scooped ice into two cups. Rummaging around in a drawer, she found a small blue bottle of gin, then closed the drawer with her hip.

“Not too celebratory then, either,” the man said.

“I’m sorry, it’s just—”

“We need to liven you up, missy!” He emptied the gin into his cup and took a sip from it. “We’re headed to En Why See! The Big Apple! The Center of the Universe! The City That Never Sleeps! It’s not like someone’s died, now, is it?”

The flight attendant pushed the cart farther down the aisle. Mia drank from her club soda and looked at the man.

“Actually?” she said. “They have.”






Orchard Street December 31, 2007



Richie Fournier: u coming tonite?










11:02 PM Mia

They had run out of mixers.

Standing in someone else’s crowded kitchen, Mia picked up one bottle after another. Club soda: gone. Tonic water: gone. Red Bull: gone. Cokes—original, diet, caffeine-free, cherry: gone. Everything: gone, gone, gone, gone, gone. A man passed behind her, a towering guy in a striped button-down shirt that shone with a synthetic brilliance beneath the light. He yelled, “Yo, Chris!” and Mia’s ears rang; she pressed herself flatter against the counter to make room for him and felt his elbow brush against her spine. Next to a half-eaten bag of pretzels she spotted a can of lime-flavored seltzer water, traces of red lipstick on its opening. She picked it up, gave it a shake, and poured the few drops that remained into a cup of lukewarm vodka. There were fifty-eight minutes left in the year. And from the looks of it, she was going to spend them without a decent drink.

A few feet away from her, two girls she didn’t know passed a bag of potato chips back and forth. They looked a few years younger than she was, maybe twenty-one or twenty-two, and were both dressed in tight black pants and sequined tops that plunged dramatically toward their breasts. The one closest to Mia, a brunette whose lips were pink and glossy, wore a headband that had 2008 affixed to it in gold plastic. She ate a handful of chips, chewing with her mouth open as she tossed her hair over her shoulders. Then her friend took the bag back from her and said: “You won’t believe this. But last weekend I was with Chris Villanueva at this party at Rachel’s apartment on Avenue C—”

“Rachel Goldfarb?”

“Yes.”

“Rachel Goldfarb is a whore.”

“Okay, well, I was there with Chris when Connor Cunningham walked in. I hooked up with him, you know. Then Robert Narducci walked in. I hooked up with him too. They both know about each other, and they both came over to talk to us and when they walked away Chris asked why things seemed weird. Sometimes I swear he was dropped on his head.”

“Wait a second, wait a second, wait a second. Are you hooking up with Chris Villanueva? He’s an asshole. He said he was going to pay me two hundred dollars for an essay I wrote him for Texts and Ideas sophomore year and I never saw a cent of it.”

“I think he’s really grown up since then. And also? He’s a pretty good writer now. The sex is great.”

The friend shoved her hand into the bag. “I feel like I just need you to, like, line up all the guys you know and tell me which ones you think are hot.”

“What about Nick Cavanaugh?”

“He got fat.”

“He didn’t get fat-fat. He got dad-bod fat.”

“Dad-bod fat is fat-fat. Also, he’s a loser. He barely graduated, he’s living back in Massapequa, and he doesn’t own a car. I’m not sleeping with a guy who puts away grocery carts at Stop and Shop.”

“What about Joe Rizzi?”

“Joe Rizzi? Are you kidding me?”

“What about him?”

“I saw that kid at Marquee. Kristen and I saw him. He came over to talk to us, and asked about all that crap Jacob told me. I got so mad. Like, I was ready to switch the rings from my fighting hand.”

“Okay, so not Joe Rizzi.”

“What about JJ?”

“You don’t want to sleep with JJ.”

“Why not?”

“Because he got a giant tattoo that says household in Mandarin across his back.”

“No he did not.”

“I swear to God. The week after Thanksgiving Ali Huang and I saw him at The Box and he took off his shirt to show it to us.”

“How did you get into The Box?”

“Ali’s sleeping with the door guy.”

“I feel like everyone is having sex but me.”

“Can I keep going?”

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry.”

“Okay, so JJ—who, by the way, is fat-fat—takes off his shirt and is like, ‘Look at what I got over break.’ Then Ali is all, ‘Uh, that says household.’ JJ is like, ‘Uh, no, it says family.’ Ali goes, ‘I speak Mandarin, you idiot, and it says household.’ JJ gets all white and puts his shirt back on and calls Ali a bitch. And this is all in the bathroom line. He keeps yelling and I tell him to go to hell. We go back to the bar and he follows us, and I say that I would eat his skin off his face if he came near us again.” She whipped her head around to stare at Mia. “Sorry, do you need something?”

The tips of Mia’s ears began to burn. She felt her mouth fill with saliva. “Sorry?”

“You’ve been staring at us for five minutes—do you need something?”

The friend ate another handful of potato chips, working her jaw in slow, deliberate circles.

Mia smiled as brightly as she could.

“You two haven’t found any mixers, have you?” she asked.

Their eyes rolling, the girls turned away. Mia searched the faces in the kitchen for someone else she knew. Bottles of liquor lined the counter alongside the empty mixers. Scattered among them were bowls with crumbs of what had once been in them. Corn chips, potato chips, pita chips, pretzels. A gash of salsa was splattered across the refrigerator door. From the handles of cupboards hung bits of tinsel and gold streamers that swayed when people walked by; two unfurled party horns lay crushed and limp on the floor. Mia sneezed. One of the two girls glared at her with a scrunched-up face.

“Excuse me,” Mia said, and choked down another sip of lukewarm vodka.



She hadn’t been planning on leaving her apartment that night. She was fighting off a cold, and besides, she had never liked New Year’s. But earlier that afternoon Sasha had knocked on her bedroom door and opened it before Mia could say “Come in.” Leaning against the doorframe, she unpeeled the top from a carton of yogurt, plunged a spoon into it, and told Mia to stop being such a loser.

“I’m serious,” Sasha said. “The only thing lamer than making a big deal about New Year’s is making a big deal about not making a big deal about New Year’s.”

Mia looked up from where she was sitting on the floor amid a scatter of seventeen samples of various men’s colognes in small amber-colored vials. She was wearing the pair of old lacrosse shorts that she had slept in, along with a T-shirt that said “Not Penn State,” and her laptop was warm against the insides of her thighs. Open on the screen were three separate Internet Explorer windows: the first contained a black Theory peacoat she had found on Gilt Groupe and was psyching herself up to buy; the second an article on the best home remedies for ingrown hairs; the third a Gawker story about the Spice Girls reunion tour. She was eating from a block of cheddar cheese.

“I’m not making a big deal out of it, and I’m not not making a big deal out of it. I just don’t want to go out.” She took a bite of cheese. “I thought you were doing something with Theo.”

“Theo’s coming with us.”

“Where are you going?”

“Richie Fournier is having a party at his apartment.”

“That sounds illegal.”

Sasha licked the back of her spoon. “Adam wants to go.”

“Where is Adam?”

“Watching Under the Tuscan Sun on his computer.”

Mia repositioned herself on the red Ikea rug that she had bought sophomore year of college, which was now losing its shag in thick, hairy clumps. Her left leg had fallen asleep.

“Adam’s in love with Richie Fournier. That’s why he wants to go.”

“That’s not my problem.” Sitting on the edge of Mia’s bed, Sasha crossed one long leg over the other. “Please just come?”

She picked up a few strands of Mia’s hair and gently twirled them around her finger. They had met the second week of freshman year, in microeconomics. Their professor, who was Czech, had a problem saying r’s, l’s, and w’s, and after the fourth day of class, Sasha leaned over to Mia and said, “I’m sorry, but what is an ewasticity?” At that point Mia’s only friend was Adam. They had done a pre-orientation camping trip together, where for five days Adam had set up her tent, and purified her water with iodine tablets, and packed her sleeping bag into a small red sack, all while Mia sat on a rock eating handful after handful of gorp.

Now Mia looked up at Sasha again. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and her cheeks were sun-kissed from a Christmas trip to Aruba she had gone on with Theo and his family; a bit of yogurt clung to the corner of her lips. They both knew that Sasha would convince her, and that all of this begging was a charade. Still, Mia appreciated the extent to which Sasha was willing to go along with it, how she was game to make Mia feel important and wanted, so long as the night played out how she envisioned.

Mia coughed lightly into her fist. “I can’t,” she said. “I’m sick.”

With her toe Sasha tapped a cup on the floor, where three cigarette butts floated in a shallow pool of brown water.

“I’m sure that helps,” she said.

“Light smoking can actually help you get over a cold. The nicotine shocks your immune system into overdrive.”

“Where did you read that?”

“The internet. Sasha, I’m serious, I can’t go. I’m so stuffed up I can barely smell anything.” She picked up one of the vials of cologne. “Like, what does this even smell like?”

Sasha took the vial and sniffed it. “High school.”

“Okay.” Mia gave her another one. “And this?”

“My grandfather.” Sasha frowned. “Actually, no. My grandmother.” She handed the vial back to Mia. “What are all those for?”

They were for her job. Mia was meant to write short descriptions of five of the scents, which would then be featured in the grooming section of Details magazine’s March issue. She had worked there as an editorial assistant since graduating in 2005—this was her first real assignment. When her boss had called her into his office to explain it, she was sure she was getting fired. For the last six months she had secretly been using the magazine’s printers to run off glossy pictures of James Gandolfini and Kyle Chandler—her spank bank, Sasha called it, which was accurate because Mia did, in fact, masturbate to them—and she was certain she had been caught. Instead, her boss, Eli, said he wanted her to “take a stab at writing some sexy scent copy.” Eli was three years older than her, and at Penn they had both worked on the staff of the Daily Pennsylvanian. When Mia was a sophomore, he had edited a story she had written about campus protests against the invasion of Iraq that had won them both a national award for college journalism. Now he wore distressed jeans and referred to certain Danish floor lamps as chic and sophisticated and liked to say things like “The other day I was talking to Anna near the elevators.” In his office at Details, he played around on his BlackBerry as he explained to Mia what made scent copy pop. “You have to say things like, ‘She’ll want to do a lot more than smell you,’ ” he told her, and then excused himself to go down to the cafeteria.

“Is Eli still gay?” Sasha asked, handing the vial back to Mia.

“One hundred percent. The gayest.”

“I figured.” Sasha reached down, took the block of cheddar from Mia’s hands, and stood up from the bed. “Get in the shower. Adam wants to leave around ten.”



In the kitchen, she swallowed another sip of her lukewarm vodka. A microwave sat on the counter across from her. Its glass was streaked with grease, but in the bits that were clean she could see parts of her reflection. Next to it, someone had set an upside-down iPod in a red Solo cup, and now Flo Rida’s “Low” buzzed from its speaker. The two girls she’d been eavesdropping on had drifted toward the door leading into the living room. One of them was smoking a cigarette and the other was holding a bottle of tequila by its neck. Mia looked up to the top of the refrigerator. She saw a box of Wheaties, a miniature George Foreman grill, a tub of chocolate fudge protein power, and—she blinked—an unopened bottle of Canada Dry club soda. Over the din of Flo Rida, Mia heard one of the girls say, “No, listen, you have to add the cayenne pepper, the cayenne pepper is what makes you lose all the weight.” The other girl nodded gravely. Walking over to the refrigerator, Mia held her cup in her mouth, stood on her toes, and felt on top of it. Her fingers brushed the Wheaties box and the curved plastic of the tub of protein powder. She clenched the cup in her teeth and jumped.

“What are you doing?”

Mia turned. Before her stood a man with dark, close-cropped hair, a furrowed brow, and a trio of freckles, lined up like an ellipsis beneath his left eye. He was wearing blue jeans and a loose white T-shirt, and a few specks of silver glitter clung to a spot of skin where his neck met his shoulders. The girl in the doorway said, “I swear to God I lost ten pounds in a week,” and with his eyes still on Mia the man’s frown deepened. He looked familiar. Mia felt herself starting to blush.

She realized she was still holding the cup with her teeth and reached up to remove it.

“There aren’t any mixers,” she said. “I was trying to reach that bottle of club soda.”

“You just contradicted yourself.”

“Excuse me?”

“You said there weren’t any mixers, and then you said you were trying to reach that bottle of club soda. Club soda is, in fact, a commonly used mixer.”

“I meant there were no mixers available.”

The man reached on top of the refrigerator for the bottle. “This seems pretty available,” he said.

“Okay, well, I couldn’t reach it.”

Flo Rida changed over to Timbaland. The man unscrewed the bottle’s top. Mia heard a faint hiss.

“You’re blushing,” he said.

“I’m not blushing.”

“Your cheeks are bright red.”

“It’s the vodka. I just have that kind of complexion.”

“And what kind of complexion is that?”

“I don’t know. A Jewish one?”

The man held up the bottle. A few wisps of dark hair poked out from the collar of his shirt.

“Did you want some of this?”

Mia said, “Yes, please.”

Tilting the bottle, he began filling the cup. Then he reached into the freezer, took a few ice cubes from a bowl, and dropped them in too. The soda fizzed with the vodka. Mia said, “What kind of asshole throws a party and gets this low on mixers an hour before New Year’s?”

“That’s a very good question.”

“It’s, like, who’s in charge here? Whose party is this?”

“It’s Richie Fournier’s—”

“Right, I know, I’m just saying.”

“And also mine.”

“Oh. Shit.”

He was smiling. His top teeth were straight, the bottom ones a little crooked. He screwed the cap back onto the bottle.

Mia sipped from her drink. She said, “So I take it you live here, then.”

“As of two weeks ago.”

“You know that living with Richie Fournier is liable to get you on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, right?”

“My options were limited.” The man’s eyes narrowed. He leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms. “You look kind of familiar.”

“You do too, actually.”

“Did you go to Penn?”

“Yeah. I graduated in ’05.”

“So did I. I think we were in Psych 0400 together.”

“Which one was that?”

“ ‘The Pursuit of Happiness.’ ”

Mia began to nod. “Yeah. That’s it. That’s where I know you from.”

“You sat in the front row. You used one of those pens where you could push a button and change the color.”

“My mom sent me a bag of them.”

“That makes sense.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The man didn’t answer her. A woman in a pair of Seven jeans said, “Dude, you’re blocking the refrigerator,” and he took a step out of the way. For a few seconds after that he looked at Mia, as if trying to work out the end of an equation, and she could feel the tips of her ears turn hot again. But then he uncrossed his arms and his face relaxed. The woman in Seven jeans closed the refrigerator, and the man asked Mia, “So how is yours going?”

“How is my what going?”

“Your pursuit of happiness.”

“Oh.” Mia pursed her lips, staring down into her cup. The ice had already melted. “Can you ask me in, like, five years?”

“That implies we’re going to know each other in five years.”

She scratched a spot above her right eyebrow. “I wasn’t trying to imply anything.”

“You’re blushing again.”

“I told you already—it’s just my complexion.”

“And the vodka.” He smiled again. “I’m Marco.”

Mia tucked her hair behind her ear. She was about to take his hand and say her name when one of the two girls from earlier hugged Marco from behind, spinning him around. She said, “Maaaaaaarco,” and pressed her nose against his neck. Marco’s back was now to Mia, and she could see the bumps of his spine against his shirt. She watched as he wrapped an arm around the girl’s waist. Mia frowned at her vodka soda, then took another sip from it. She felt suddenly exposed, but also weirdly invisible, like she had come to the party naked without anyone noticing. The man in the striped shirt passed in front of her, this time stepping on her toes. The clock on the microwave read 11:18. The girl with her nose pressed against Marco said, “Stop it, don’t be mean, I hate you,” and Mia finished her drink. Then she walked out of the kitchen and into the living room.





11:18 PM Marco

Gina said, “Stop it, don’t be mean, I hate you,” and laid her head on his shoulder. She smelled like tequila and rose-scented perfume.

“How much have you had to drink?” Marco asked. Her fingernails were digging into his shoulder. He unpeeled her arm from the back of his neck.

“I don’t know, like, enough.”

“Maybe you should switch to water.”

Gina took a step back. Behind her, the friend she had come with—Brittany, Marco thought—cleaned out something from beneath one of her fingernails.

“You’re my cousin, Marco, not my fucking dad.”

Marco held up both his hands; Gina applied a layer of pink lip gloss. Technically speaking, he wasn’t even her cousin. Their parents were old friends back in Los Angeles. Growing up Marco had been encouraged to refer to them as Uncle Richard and Aunt Lucia, which meant that when Gina was born, she inherited the title of cousin. He had never given it much thought—his parents had definitely done stranger things—until last week when Aunt Lucia had called and asked if he might look after Gina on New Year’s Eve. She was a junior at NYU, which was worrying enough, and in the last year or so Lucia had become concerned that Gina had fallen in with the wrong crowd. Her grades were slipping, and she had pierced her tongue. She was friends with a bunch of musical theater students at Tisch.

Gina put the cap back on the bottle of lip gloss, securing it with a firm tap of her palm. She said, “There’re a ton of hot guys here.”

Brittany nodded. “Totally.”

“Like that one over there, in the black button-down. He’s so fucking hot.”

Marco turned around to look behind him: the girl from Psych 0400 was gone. He scanned the faces in the kitchen, and when he couldn’t find her, he followed Gina’s finger to where it was pointing.

“That’s Theo Wingate,” he said. “I went to school with him.”

“Introduce me to him.”

“Do you see the woman he’s with?”

“Yeah.”

“I believe that’s his girlfriend.”

“Not for long.”

“I’m not introducing you to him, Gina.”

“Okay, then what about that one?”

Marco followed her finger again.

“That’s Mitch Reynolds. You don’t want to meet him.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s just another finance douchebag.”

“Uh, okay, then I definitely want to meet him.”

Marco stepped aside to let Alison Liu pass by him into the living room. The apartment was well beyond its capacity. The building itself felt like it was going to collapse at any moment, and now the floor creaked beneath the weight of so many bodies. There were two small bedrooms, a living room, the linoleum-tiled kitchen in which they currently stood, and a single bathroom with a shower curtain whose seams hid pockets of mold. If he had had more time, he might have found something better—a studio in Yorkville, or down in Carroll Gardens, something a little quieter than the Lower East Side. But a month ago, as he was getting ready to leave Bogotá, the last thing Marco felt like doing was navigating the New York rental market. So when he saw on Facebook that Richie Fournier was looking for someone to fill a second bedroom, he’d immediately sent him a message. Thirty seconds later, Richie had replied: it’ll be just like freshman year but with even more drugs! As he read it, Marco had chewed on his lower lip. He typed haha, then immediately shut his laptop. He’d walked out of his apartment and into the streets of Chapinero, doing his best to convince himself that he had one less thing to worry about.

Brittany leaned forward, whispering into Gina’s ear. Gina started nodding, then suddenly stopped, her face darkening. She whipped her head around to face her friend.

She said, “I will tear her eyes straight out of her busted-ass head.”

Marco ran a hand over his face. He was still looking for the girl from Psych 0400.

“What classes are you taking next semester?” he asked. “Aunt Lucia said you switched your major.”

Gina took the drink that Brittany was holding and finished it. She said, “Can you please try not to be such a loser?”

The party had been Richie’s idea. Four days ago, Marco had been reading in his bedroom when Richie called out from the kitchen that he had invited some people over for New Year’s Eve. “A small thing,” he’d said, “just real small and intimate.” Marco had responded with a grunt, and turned the page in his book, and a few minutes later heard the front door open and close. Setting his book open on his chest, he’d gazed up at the ceiling, listening to the traffic pile up outside on Orchard Street. He missed Bogotá. He missed how capable he felt in Spanish, and walking to the university, and devoting himself entirely to the quarrelsome work of learning. He had never considered himself particularly smart. In Los Angeles he had attended a large public high school, and when he got to Penn he was immediately intimidated by the pedigree and wealth of his classmates. He’d worked hard to be taken seriously—to take himself seriously—completing all the readings he was assigned and attending office hours and applying for scholarships and awards. What puzzled him was that most everyone he knew worked very hard on everything except the work itself. They worked hard on which fraternities they were joining, and the parties they were planning, and generally skating by with doing as little actual studying as possible; in fact, Marco often got the sense that his own diligence was considered deeply unserious in the eyes of everyone else, and that if he wanted their respect, he would have been better off doing keg stands and writing papers on books he hadn’t read. It didn’t anger him so much as it confused him and made him wonder if there was something wrong or misguided with how he was preparing himself for life. Bogotá had been a reprieve, but now that he was back and living with his freshman roommate, he was again beginning to worry that he had made a gross miscalculation. For example: Marco had never seen Mitch Reynolds open a book, not a single time in his entire life, and evidently last year he’d made eight hundred thousand dollars trading foreign currencies.

Gina said, “We’re leaving.”

“What? Where are you going?”

“Brittany knows this guy who’s dating a guy who’s throwing a party in StuyTown.”

“Okay, but it’s pretty late, and I told your mom I’d keep an eye on you.”

Gina rolled her eyes, forcing them so far back in her head that they began to flutter. Taking her by the arm, Brittany began dragging her from the kitchen.

“What do you want me to tell your mom?” Marco asked.

“I don’t fucking know, Marco!” Gina set her cup on the counter. “Tell her I died.”

They left, and Marco found himself standing in the kitchen, surrounded by people and feeling completely alone. He looked through the doorway into the living room, where at last he saw the girl from earlier, standing outside the bathroom with Mitch Reynolds and Courtney Paulson. She wore a black sweater with the sleeves tucked up around her elbows, and her hair was held up loosely with a brown clasp. As Courtney spoke to her, Marco could see her eyes narrow and her lips slightly part. Along the left side of her neck there was a large port-wine stain birthmark, and as she listened to whatever Courtney was saying, she reached up absently to touch it. He was considering going to talk to her when Richie grabbed him by the shoulder.

“Howdy, howdy,” he said.

“Where have you been?”

“I was in the bathroom with Courtney. That girl is a hoover.” He held up a plastic dime bag, inside which was a fine layer of cocaine. “You want any?”

“No, thanks.”

Richie slipped the bag into the back pocket of his jeans. They were black and tight and had matching tears on each of the knees. His leopard-print shirt was open one button too far.

“Did you ever do any of the blow in Colombia? I always thought that would be very romantic. Like drinking water straight from a spring, or something.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Really? And you were there for a whole year? Why not?”

“Because the cocaine trade is the basis for decades of geopolitical violence and instability.”

“Huh,” Richie said. And then again: “Huh.”

He tilted his chin, looking up into the kitchen’s light as he stroked a scar directly over his left eye. It was red and shaped like a kidney bean, and he wore his hair long and curly to cover it. He’d gotten it during his freshman year, when he set up what was anecdotally believed to be the longest Slip ’N Slide in history, through five hallways of Ware College House during Penn’s Spring Fling. Two hundred and seventy-five trash bags had been used to construct it, and an army of ten freshmen kept its surface slick with an arsenal of Super Soakers. Richie wore a cape and a pair of red Speedos to take its inaugural slide. With at least a hundred people watching, he pointed a finger at Marco and said, “Make sure someone’s filming this.” Then he took a running start, threw his arms out in front of him, and made it through two of the five halls before slamming his head into an open door.

“We’re running low on mixers,” Marco said.

“What? Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

Richie frowned. He began picking up and setting down bottles.

“People can drink T and Ts,” he said.

“What’s a T and T?”

“Tequila and tap water.”

“I don’t think that’s really a thing.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s French.”

A loud crashing sound came from the living room. Marco opened the freezer and looked into it. “We’re also out of ice.”

Richie lit a cigarette. He inhaled, then turned his head, opened the door to the microwave, and blew a plume of smoke directly into it.

“Shit,” he said.

“I’ll go down to the bodega.”

“You’re a hero.” He balanced the cigarette on his lower lip. “Can you get some Hot Pockets too? The barbecue chicken kind?”

“No. That’s disgusting. Before I go, though—”

“Yes?”

“—do you know who that girl over there is?”

Richie turned toward the living room.

He said, “Oh yeah. That’s Mia Hoffmann.”

“Are you friends with her?”

“No. Sort of? No. We took a seminar on the Russian novel the first semester of freshman year. I almost dropped it. The teacher was this hag named Varvara with the worst skin you ever saw. But then she said we’d all get to call each other by Russian nicknames, and I thought, well, that’s kind of cute, so I stayed.” He filled a plastic cup with a few inches of water from the sink and tapped the ash from his cigarette into it. “I was Richenka. I think Mia was Michanka. Anyway, she ruined Anna Karenina for everyone. I thought that was hysterical.”

“What do you mean?”

Richie sighed, mildly annoyed. He unwrapped the plastic from the top of a bottle of Absolut. Then he poured himself a shot of vodka, drank it, poured another one, and licked his lips.

“We were halfway through reading it, and before class one day we were all sitting around talking, and Mia said something like, ‘Here’s my review: I could have done with less Russian agricultural theory, and more of Anna throwing herself in front of that fucking train.’ Everyone stared at her. Then Svetlana, who was this awful, mousy little thing from Paramus, said something like, ‘You know, Mia, some of us haven’t finished the book yet.’ Mia was like, ‘Oh, okay, well, sorry.’ Svetlana wouldn’t let it go, though. She kept saying how she’d come to college to learn to think for herself, or some bullshit like that, and she was tired of people like Mia acting like they knew everything already. Seriously, she wouldn’t shut up, it was like watching someone have a manic episode. I was about to tell her to put a fucking sock in it, but then Mia just calmly goes, ‘The book is a hundred fifty years old. Wait until I tell you what happened to the Titanic.’ I’ll never forget it. I was always so hungover in that class, because it met so early, like at noon or something, but that I will never forget. Watching Svetlana throw her book on the ground and walk out of class was just that hysterical. God, Svetlana. What a loser.”

“I don’t think I knew that’s how Anna Karenina ends.”

Richie tapped the cigarette again. Ash fizzled in the cup.

He said, “Well, now you do.”






11:25 PM Sasha

Theo wanted to leave the party.

He leaned over and whispered to Sasha, “Seriously, I’m sort of ready to go home.”

His lips brushed her ear—she smelled a waft of cedar. Earlier he had taken one of the cologne samples from Mia’s bedroom—an Hermès scent that Mia said retailed for something like a hundred dollars for a little over three ounces. Sasha didn’t love it. It smelled like hairspray and mothballs.

“You’re going to leave before midnight?” she said, kissing his cheek. “It’s New Year’s Eve.”

Theo wrapped his arms around her waist. Over his shoulder, she saw a group of people they knew from college lighting cigarettes by the window. One of them leaned over to say something to another one, a cloud of smoke seeping from her mouth. The Black Eyed Peas played from a speaker next to the television. She could feel will.i.am in her feet.

“No, I know,” Theo said. “I just think I’m starting to come down with whatever Mia has.”

“You know that Mia isn’t actually sick.”

“She sounded sick when I was over a few days ago. And now my throat’s scratchy and my forehead’s a little warm. Here, feel it.”

He took one of Sasha’s hands and pressed it against his forehead. Then he made a sad face.

Sasha squinted. His forehead was, in fact, very warm.

“Okay,” she said, and removed her hand. “We can leave.”

“You seem annoyed.”

“I’m not annoyed.” She was annoyed. “Who said I was annoyed?”

“You’re doing that thing with your nose.”

“That’s just my face, Theo.”

He made another overly sad expression, pouting his lower lip. Sasha kissed him on the cheek again.

She said, “Here, let me get my coat and we can go.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” He grabbed her wrist. “Why don’t you stay? There’s no reason for you to leave if you don’t want to.”

Sasha looked at him—his broad shoulders, his auburn hair, his blue eyes. She knew that he meant it. He would never ask her to leave a party if she didn’t want to, and it had been that way since they started dating at the beginning of sophomore year. Theo was accommodating and trusting and understanding. He always let her pick what kind of takeout they were going to order; he never came before she did; and he always nodded thoughtfully and took her side when she complained about her mother. She loved him, and she knew she could consider herself lucky, especially when she saw all the assholes her friends dated. She also wished they could occasionally get into disagreements and have public fights at group dinners that made her friends uncomfortable. She wished sometimes he would wait awhile to text her back, or even not text her back at all, and that when they fucked he would pull her hair hard—like, very hard—without being prompted to.

She was beginning to wonder if there was something wrong with her.

“Okay, then,” she said. “I’ll stay.”

“I can stay too if you really want me to.”

“You just said you wanted to leave.”

“I know, but I can tell you want to stay. I’ll just take some Airborne when I get home.”

“That shit doesn’t work.”

He crouched down a little so he could press his nose against her neck, and then worked his hands up her spine. She kissed the top of his head, feeling repulsed. Gently, she pushed him away.

“You should leave now, if you’re going to. It’ll be insane after midnight.”

“You’re sure you don’t mind?”

“I’m sure I don’t mind.”

“I love you, baby.”

“I love you too.”

He walked through the living room, saying good-bye to Alison Liu and Courtney Paulson and Mitch Reynolds as he passed them. When he got to the front door, he turned around and blew her a kiss.

Adam said, “Where’s he going?”

He held two beer bottles by their necks. A thin sheen of sweat clung to his forehead.

“Back to his apartment. He said he feels like he’s getting sick.”

“Poor guy.”

“Yeah. Poor guy.” Sasha took a beer. “Do you want to play quarters?”

“Like, the game?”

“Yes, the game.”

Adam shrugged. “Sure, I guess.”

They went to the other side of the living room, where there was a small, expandable dining table from Ikea, along with a pair of wooden chairs the color of straw. They were the same table and chairs that Adam and Sasha had in their apartment. Actually, they were the same table and chairs that she had seen in at least three other apartments since she had moved to New York. Someone put on MGMT’s “Time to Pretend.” Sasha tied her hair back into a ponytail and placed her hands on her hips. She surveyed the table.

She said, “I wonder if there are any clean cups.”

They picked up cups one by one, bringing them to their noses. Some were still filled with combinations of vodka and tequila and flat, caramel-colored soda. Adam found one that was mostly empty, dumped what was left in it into another cup, and held it up for Sasha to see.

“This one looks all right,” he said.

“Yeah, sure, that’ll work.”

She took the cup from him and filled it with beer from her bottle. Then she pulled a quarter from her pocket and, without stopping for too long to think about it, bounced it off the table and into the cup, where it landed with a soft kerplunk.

“That’s how you do it, motherfucker,” she said. “Drink.”

Adam finished what was in the cup, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Sasha refilled it with beer. When it was Adam’s turn, the quarter hit the side of the cup, spun, and fell to the floor.

“That’s okay.” Sasha crouched down. “You’ll get the next one.”

For ten minutes they played, Sasha getting most of her shots, and Adam missing most of his, which resulted in him getting very drunk, very quickly. Sasha knew the moment it happened, because whenever Adam got drunk, he did this thing where he tucked his chin against his chest when he spoke, like he was about to tell you where Jimmy Hoffa was buried, or something that would start the next world war.

This time he said, “I heard Annie again on Wednesday.”

Sasha glanced at him. She poured a few fingers of beer into her cup and finished it with one swallow.

“Really?” she said. “What did you hear, exactly?”

Adam’s chin lowered again. “Footsteps, mostly. And then maybe a door opening? I don’t know—the radiator was being really loud.”

Annie was the ghost that Adam, Mia, and Sasha had decided haunted the apartment on East Fifty-Seventh Street. A few months earlier, Sasha had told Adam that she heard a young girl’s voice singing “Tomorrow” when she got up in the middle of the night to pee, so they both figured that Annie must be her name.

Annie was also the name of Sasha’s childhood cat.

“Did you hear anything else?” she asked.

“No.” Adam shook his head. “I was going to go check, but you know me—I’m such a pussy about these things.”

Sasha shrugged. She said, “Your words—not mine.”



She had come up with the idea of Annie a month ago, right as fall was growing its winter teeth. For the third time in as many weekends she had overheard Mia and Adam talking about weird sounds they kept hearing in the night, and Sasha decided she had better start thinking up an explanation. A ghost was ridiculous—they were twenty-four years old, and more important, what sort of ghost would be lame enough to haunt Midtown East?

At the same time, Sasha was desperate. She couldn’t tell Adam and Mia that what they had actually heard was her, Sasha, sneaking out into the city alone on a weeknight, and she figured a ghost was farfetched enough that it might, paradoxically, stick. She was right. While she didn’t think that any of them actually believed that Annie existed, the idea of her gave them all something to deflect to on apartment-related matters they couldn’t otherwise explain. For example: when the dishwasher stopped working, it was Annie who had clogged its drain. Annie let a mouse in through a hole in the living room wall, and Annie was smoking cigarettes on the fire escape when they had all had a conversation about not doing that, and Annie forgot to change the lightbulb in the bathroom after being asked to do it six times.

Annie put on a pair of heels and sneaked into somewhere she didn’t belong.

The first time she did it was on a Saturday in September, when she slipped beneath a velvet rope at the Four Seasons on Fifty-Seventh Street. She hadn’t meant to end up there—it just sort of happened. Earlier in the day, she had been at her job at the Roebling Gallery on West Twenty-Eighth Street, helping her boss, Wally Roebling, set up a new show. The Roebling Gallery specialized in photography. Occasionally Wally would take on a sculptor, but his bread and butter was photography. The show that they were taking down comprised a series of close-up portraits of dogs’ faces while they were taking shits on city sidewalks. A beagle, straining to defecate in Brooklyn; an Italian greyhound, humiliated as it did its business on Seventy-Fourth and Park. The artist was a twenty-eight-year-old Argentine who’d grown up in London and lived in a large loft next to a chocolate factory in Red Hook. He’d won a MacArthur “genius grant” before he was twenty-five.

The new show—the one that Sasha had helped with that Saturday—consisted of high-res shots of garbage dumps in Indiana. Each time Wally pointed to one, he compared it to Sasha’s brain.

“You see that?” he said, gesturing to a used condom hanging limply off a Styrofoam cooler.

“I see it.”

“That’s your entire generation, right there. About as worthless as a used condom.”

“I’ll make sure to let them all know.”

It took them three hours to do what Wally instructed, which involved moving the photographs to one end of the gallery, and then moving them back again to where they had started, and once that was finished, Sasha decided the only way to get over her anger and humiliation was to go for a walk. This was not what she had come to New York to do. Before moving to the city, she had dreamed up a glittering future for herself—one of literary salons and fashion shows and dinners at secret restaurants hidden behind hot dog stands. No one would think she was a freak for being so tall, because if you were this tall in New York, it meant you were probably a model. She had grown up in a suburb of Atlanta, in a gated community where residents lived in one of four models of tract homes that were all designed to look like French châteaux, and everyone had the exact same white mailbox. The prompt for her college essay had been to write the 237th page of her autobiography, for which she made up a story about her mother teaching her how to make pajeon as a fourteen-year-old; in reality, her mother had been adopted by a white family in Charlotte, North Carolina, didn’t know a single word of Korean, and frequently said “y’all.” It wasn’t that Sasha wanted to return to some unknown roots so much as she was embarrassed by how little had happened to her. She figured when she got to New York she would meet artists who knew Andy Warhol, and dance on tables at nightclubs, and have torrid affairs with swarthy Italian diplomats when they were here to visit the UN. But none of that had happened. The only art openings she was going to were the ones she was working at—boring, pretentious affairs where she was invisible to everyone around her unless they were asking her to pour them a plastic cup of wine. There were no swarthy Italian diplomats, fucking her like madmen and treating her like shit—only her very considerate boyfriend, asking her if he should speed up or slow down. There was only Wally Roebling, calling her a used condom.

Leaving the gallery, she made her way east to Fifth Avenue and then turned north, passing the Empire State Building and the smug lions outside the public library. Blisters formed on her heels. Still she kept going, walking farther and farther north, until her frustration began to melt away. On Fifty-Seventh Street, she made a right toward home, and it was only then when she realized she was outside the hotel. Watching people go in and out its doors, Sasha smiled: she liked hotels—she always had. The way you could sit in a lobby and have no one notice you; the pleasant sound of room service carts rolling on carpet. Standing in front of the Four Seasons, she felt her mind settle a little. She decided to go in and get a drink.

In the lobby, she was presented with two options: a bar with red leather seats filled with men in suits, and a sunlit restaurant, lined with acacia trees. She chose the latter—it had great windows—though as she was about to cross its threshold, she noticed her path was blocked by a red velvet rope. Next to it stood a small sign: CLOSED FOR A PRIVATE EVENT. Reading the words, Sasha scowled. There was something about the sign’s pretension that pissed her off. Who the hell did they think they were, telling her to stay out? Who the hell did Wally Roebling think he was, who the hell did any of them think they were? With the tips of two fingers, she pushed the sign until it wobbled on its base, then pushed it a bit harder, causing it to fall to the floor with a crash. The sound made Sasha jump, and laugh. After looking over both her shoulders, she tossed her hair back and went inside.

It was a bar mitzvah. It took her a few minutes to put two and two together, but once she did, she saw it very clearly. Girls congregating in one corner of the room, and in the other a bunch of boys in kippahs, staring at Sasha like they’d eat her alive. A tangle of limbs that had grown too long overnight, of feet that were suddenly too big for the bodies they supported. Sasha considered leaving, but at that moment a woman passed in front of her with a glass of white wine, and she was reminded that what she had come here for was a drink. Looking over the tops of teenage heads, she saw the bar on the opposite side of the room, past a cluster of tables with elaborate centerpieces of hydrangeas, dyed gray and shaped to look like the Millennium Falcon. When she got there, she ordered a gin martini, which she drank half of before ordering a second one. By this point, she could sense people beginning to look at her—a group of mothers in particular, who tapped their wedding rings against their champagne flutes as they drew their heads together to whisper.

The tips of Sasha’s fingers tingled, and her wrists began to sweat: she was nervous, and drunk, and excited. After downing the rest of her second martini, she wiped her lips with the back of her hand and sought refuge at the other end of the bar, where four fathers stood in a loose huddle. She greeted them as if she knew them, grazing her hand along the smalls of their backs and tossing her arm over their shoulders. Within minutes, she had forgotten all about Wally Roebling and the hi-res detritus of Indiana dumps. Instead, she cracked jokes about Mike Bloomberg, Jesus, Iraq, and Accutane, and when the fathers tilted their heads back to laugh, she looked at the mothers and smiled.

“Where were you?” Theo asked her when she got back to the apartment on East Fifty-Seventh Street. She had forgotten that she’d told him to meet her there at five o’clock, and now it was half past six. Mia was lying on the couch, eating french fries from an aluminum takeout container. A little wobbly on her heels, Sasha watched as her roommate dragged a fry through a pool of ketchup. “I called you, like, eight times.”

“Wally needed me to go to Hoboken. I forgot my phone at the gallery.”

“What was in Hoboken?”

“There are many things in Hoboken.”

Theo stood up from the couch and wrapped his long arms around her. “You smell like gin.”

“Gin is one of the things they have in Hoboken.”

She kept a pair of cheap black heels beneath her bed, and at night, when Mia and Adam were sleeping, she went out into the city, looking for places she didn’t belong. She danced with Amazonian models during fashion week, and threw axes with bankers in Brooklyn; when one of them complimented Sasha on both her height and her perfect aim, she told him she had grown up in the circus. The night before Thanksgiving, she pounded Manhattans next to a giant taxidermized jaguar at the Explorers Club. She got good at charming bouncers and, once she slid past them, even better at being invisible. Or, no, not really being invisible, but rather fitting in—which was, Sasha figured, a safer way to disappear. Waiting in line at a bar, or in the shadow of a stuffed cat, she felt her mind slipping into a liminal space, a sort of psychic DMZ that existed between who everyone expected her to be and who she knew she actually was. It was thrilling—she couldn’t remember a time she’d felt so invincible. She was twenty-four and living in New York City, and in her mind there had never been such a perfect combination. She wasn’t going to let some prick like Wally Roebling ruin all her fun. She could be anyone, have anything. All that mattered was how much she wanted it.



Adam said, “I graduated magna cum laude. I obviously don’t believe in ghosts.”

“Obviously.”

“But, Sasha, on Wednesday I swear I actually heard something.”

She pressed her lips together, feigning thought. She knew she could tell her roommates what she had been doing—neither of them would care. If anything, they would probably want to go with her, but that was precisely the reason she intended to keep her little adventures to herself. Between Mia and Adam and Wally and Theo, she was starting to feel as though who she was had already been determined. She was a roommate, a girlfriend, a used condom in a garbage dump in Indiana. There was no room for secrets, no room to discover the parts of herself that were still a mystery, that she hadn’t known were there.

Sasha lifted her eyebrows. She said, “You know what, I just remembered: I think the guy upstairs has family staying with him. People keep clomping around up there.”

Adam ducked his chin to his chest again.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s probably it.”

Sasha heard someone yell that they were out of ice. She held the quarter between her thumb and forefinger and scanned the room, looking over the tops of heads. People were drunk now, their bodies reconstituting themselves into weird, uncomfortable shapes. Mitch Reynolds had his back pressed up against the wall, his hips jutting forward; Courtney Paulson was doing this weird chicken-wing thing with her elbow. The year was almost over.

“I don’t think I can drink any more,” Adam said.

“You’re going to be fine.”

“I feel like I’m watching a movie about people playing quarters at a party, instead of actually playing quarters at a party.”

Sasha threw the quarter.

She said, “I have no idea what that means.”

Adam drank. Sasha tried to pour more beer into the cup but her bottle was empty. She reached for a handle of tequila on the opposite end of the table. Her phone vibrated against her thigh with a new text.

“Where’s Mia?” Adam threw the quarter and missed. Sasha watched as he bent down to pick it up. The text was from Theo: Tucked in bed and drinking fluids =)

Sasha didn’t respond. She set the phone screen-down in front of her and looked at Adam.

She said, “That’s a very good question.”






11:32 PM Mia

On the way out of the kitchen, Mia ran into Courtney Paulson, standing next to the bathroom with Mitch Reynolds. Courtney had, very obviously, recently snorted a not-insignificant quantity of cocaine. Her pupils were dilated and she couldn’t stop grinding her jaw and she spoke like someone had pushed a fast-forward button on the back of her head, pausing only to take small, quick breaths and to say, with an earnestness that felt like an accusation, “DoyouknowwhatImean?” Also: there was a clump of cocaine hanging from her left nostril.

“Hello, hello, hello,” she said, and dug her nails into Mia’s wrist.

Mitch glanced down and nodded, almost imperceptibly. Then he looked out across the living room and yelled, “You’re a fucking cocksucker, Chase,” before bobbing his head along to the music. Courtney punched him in the arm. She flipped her head back and laughed.

Since they’d all graduated two years ago, the rumor was that Mitch had banked something like two million dollars. He’d bought an orange Ducati motorcycle that he drove up and down the West Side Highway, and tonight when he showed up at the party, Mia saw him holding a half-empty bottle of Smirnoff. Once, during junior year, they had kissed. It was that weird semester when everyone else in their class went abroad. Sasha to Rome, Adam to Paris, all the communications majors to Australia. Soon they would come back with affected accents and secondhand velvet blazers bought at thrift stores in Dublin, but until then, Mitch and Mia and a smattering of other random people were left on campus, trying to figure out what to do with all the empty space. The kiss happened at Smokey Joe’s on Fortieth Street. Mia had been drinking White Russians since eight o’clock that night, and as she was dancing to a song by Dr. Dre, Mitch started grinding into her, then leaned down and pressed his lips to Mia’s. Initially she stood perfectly still: here was the biggest douchebag in their year, eating her face. But then she got hold of herself and kissed him back, standing on her highest tiptoes to get more leverage. Because why not? She was drunk, and the idea of kissing someone who had always repulsed her suddenly struck Mia as funny and novel and something she could turn into a good story. It was not a good kiss—his breath tasted like sour milk, and he kept biting her tongue, and she told herself to remember these things so she could describe them to Sasha and Adam when they got back. When it was over, they both laughed, and Mitch patted Mia on the top of her head, like she had learned a new trick. Then he said he was going to throw up and pushed his way toward the bathroom.

“What’s everyone’s resolutions?” Courtney said. Her brown hair was flat-ironed straight and fell well past her shoulders. She wore three David Yurman bracelets that clanked together when she shook her wrists, and a gold necklace made to look like braided rope. Her father owned car dealerships out on Long Island. She called him the Baron of Bayville. “This is going to be such a great year, like such a great year.”

Mitch drank from his beer. “No resolutions,” he said. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

Courtney nodded with a ferocious intensity. She said, “Absolutely,” and then, “What about you, Mia?”

Mia glanced over her shoulder and into the kitchen. Marco was talking to Richie Fournier, their heads pressed together.

“I don’t know,” she said, “maybe I’ll start doing Pilates or something.”

“Pilates is amazing. I do it all the time. Like, five days a week, at least. Here, punch me in the stomach.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Courtney slapped her abdomen. “I said punch me in the motherfucking stomach.”

“Oh.” Mia looked up at Mitch, who was yelling something else into the living room. “No, thank you.”

It was strange talking to Courtney like this. Not because she was asking Mia to assault her, or because she was high on coke, but because Mia had always assumed that there was a mutual understanding that they hated each other. It wasn’t extreme or violent—they’d never gotten into an actual fight—so much as that Courtney always made sure Mia saw her roll her eyes whenever she walked into a room. She made it a point to say hi to Sasha, and fawn over Adam, and then turn to Mia with a squished face and say something like “Wait, we’ve met, right?” even though they had lived down the hall from each other freshman year and Courtney had asked to use her microwave, like, twenty-seven times. It didn’t bother Mia—in fact, she found the reliability of it weirdly comforting, sort of in the way that geopolitics must have felt at the height of the Cold War. She knew that Courtney was her enemy, like the U.S. knew it had beef with Russia. It also helped that Courtney—like the Kremlin—was crooked and oppressive and mean.

“Fine, whatever, your loss.” Courtney hit her own stomach again. She wiped her nose. “Wait, oh my God, I heard Adam Parker turned gay.”

“Well, technically speaking, I don’t think he turned gay. But yeah, he came out in October.”

“I always knew it.”

“We all did, Courtney. Literally everyone knew Adam was gay.”

“Ever since he hooked up with Jessica Bartosz, I knew it.”

“What does Jessica Bartosz have to do with anything?”

“She looks like a man. No straight guy would ever sleep with someone who looks like that.” She turned, squaring her shoulders to Mia. “You must be so depressed about it.”

“I’m not depressed about it at all.”

“I mean, it’s just so obvious you’re in love with him.”

“Okay, yeah, I think that’s a common misperception.” In the kitchen, Mia saw Marco open and shut the freezer. He turned in her direction and she quickly looked away. “Like, are you in love with Nina Guzman?”

Courtney narrowed her eyes. She said, “Fuck you, Mia,” and ran her tongue across her teeth. “All I’m saying is that the good ones always end up being gay.”

Mia wasn’t sure what she thought about that—at Details she worked with some truly awful gay people. But with Adam she supposed she could see what Courtney was saying. He was good-looking in a soft, generic way that she had heard grandmothers refer to as “easy on the eyes.” He was excellent at listening to everyone’s problems and never talked about himself; he could make cinnamon rolls without looking at a recipe; and he was very handy with a wrench. Some of these things Mia attributed to the fact that both of Adam’s parents had died when he was four (mountain roads, black ice), leaving him to be raised by what he described as a very Lutheran aunt named Patty who (Mia imagined) had instilled in Adam a sort of hardscrabble, Wagon Train style of selflessness and competence; some of them she attributed to Adam having simply been born a better and more capable person than she was.

In fact, since graduating from college, she had come to believe that most everyone she met had been born a better and more capable person than she was.

Mitch Reynolds said, “I have a gay cousin. He’s the shit.”

“Oh my God.” Courtney set her hand on Mitch’s chest. He glanced down at it, and then back up at Courtney. “You should set him up with Adam.”

“He’s, like, forty-two.”

“Oh.” Courtney withdrew her hand. “Gross.”

The apartment on East Fifty-Seventh that Mia shared with Adam and Sasha was on the second floor of a prewar building that had, since they moved in nearly two years ago, been entirely covered with scaffolding. The total cost of rent was five thousand dollars, though it had been decided before they moved in that their individual portions would be prorated: Adam didn’t have a real bedroom and was in law school, so it seemed unfair to make him pay as much as the rest of them; Mia worked at a magazine, where she made practically no money (a fact that her corporate overlords tried to disguise with free perfume samples and an in-house cafeteria designed by Frank Gehry); and Sasha’s family was rich. She wasn’t obnoxious about it, not like Courtney Paulson was, and without her father guaranteeing the lease, they wouldn’t have been able to rent the apartment in the first place. Still, it did present some unavoidably weird power dynamics. For example: Mia felt bad about telling Sasha to hurry up in the bathroom. She felt bad about telling Sasha not to use her shampoo, and to please return her copy of the New Yorker without mysterious, greasy stains on the pages, and to stop playing *NSYNC so loud because what self-respecting twenty-four-year-old woman still listened to *NSYNC. It also made Mia wonder what her contribution to the household was. Sasha paid for things. Adam fixed leaky faucets, and cooked them dinner, and did their dishes, and remembered to buy toilet paper, and folded their pairs of underwear into tidy squares when they slipped them in with his laundry, and dusted all the surfaces in the apartment while they wandered around him hungover every Sunday morning. Mia, on the other hand, was very good at operating the television.

“Oh, shit,” Courtney said. She was staring at her phone.

Mia asked, “What?”

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.”

“What?”

Courtney didn’t answer her. She brought the phone to her ear, screamed, “Do not try to start something with me right now, Mom,” and pushed her way into the kitchen. Mia glanced up at Mitch, and then out at the rest of the party. Courtney’s best friend, Alison Liu, was sitting on the arm of a couch, talking to some guy in a sweater-vest; Adam and Sasha were playing quarters on a small table near the window. Mia inspected the ends of her hair. Suddenly she felt very self-conscious about what to do with her hands.

“So,” she began, “I hear you’re a millio—”

“Later, Hoffmann.”

Mitch walked away. She watched him finish his beer, drop the bottle to the floor, then wrap his arm around a blonde in a black tube top. Someone kicked the bottle, and it rolled up against the wall. Mia drank from her vodka soda. She walked over to the table where Sasha and Adam were playing quarters.

“Where were you?” Sasha asked.

“In the kitchen getting a drink. And then I was talking to Mitch Reynolds and Courtney Paulson.”

Sasha looked at her sympathetically. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Adam threw a quarter. It bounced off the edge of a red Solo cup, then fell flat on the table.

Mia said, “Did you guys know that Richie Fournier has a new roommate?”

“Yeah.” Adam handed Sasha the quarter. “Marco Bernardi.”

“Did you know him in college?”

“I knew of him.”

Sasha held up the quarter with two fingers and closed one eye. “I think he used to hook up with Satya Patel,” she said.

“Oh.” Mia frowned. She felt a hollowing out of her stomach, a weird, anxious sensation that she pegged immediately as jealousy. “Really?”

“It was either him or Chris Gonzales—”

“Gonzolo,” Adam corrected.

“—I can’t remember.”

Sasha threw the quarter and it disappeared into the cup. Adam hung his head.

“I’m going outside,” Mia said.

“What?” Adam looked up. “Why?”

“To have a cigarette.”

“I thought you said you were quitting smoking.”

“I am.”

“When?”

“In five years. My gynecologist said that so long as I quit by thirty my lungs will totally regenerate themselves and it’ll be like I never smoked at all.”

Sasha said, “I think you should probably get a new gynecologist.”






11:40 PM Adam

Three minutes after Mia left to smoke a cigarette, Sasha told Adam she needed to use the bathroom.

“There’s finally no one in line,” she said. “This is my moment.”

After she was gone, Adam looked at the table where they had been playing quarters. There were drops of spilled beer on its surface, along with ten or twelve mostly empty cups. Using the corner of his shirt, Adam wiped away the beer, then stacked the extra cups in a neat tower, which he moved to one corner of the table. The efforts were small and pointless—soon Sasha would return and throw another quarter, and the table would once again be coated in beer—but Adam had a difficult time stopping himself: he had a compulsion to please that had taken hold of him as a child. While he didn’t blame himself for his parents’ deaths (he was raised Lutheran, not Catholic), he did occasionally feel as though their departure had rendered his own life a burden to other people. Aunt Patty hadn’t wanted children—she had been content with her career and her six Rhodesian ridgebacks—but when Adam was four, she’d found herself cleaning out her home office to make room for a twin bed.

Adam had tried his best to be easy. He worked at a pet shop in town as soon as he was old enough, hauling bags of dog food from shelves to the trunks of cars, and took summer jobs as a counselor at a sleepaway camp outside Fort Collins. He joined his high school’s chapter of the National Honor Society, and played varsity soccer as a freshman, and was the president of his class for sophomore and junior year. On weekends he borrowed Patty’s car to volunteer at the local Meals on Wheels outpost. When he was helping someone else, he was able to see himself as purposeful, not extraneous.

Once, Mia had compared him to a roll of duct tape. He still counted it among the greatest compliments of his life.

On the other side of the living room, Alison Liu sat on the arm of the couch, her legs crossed and her hair gathered over one shoulder. She was speaking to a man in a sweater-vest whom Adam didn’t recognize, though when she turned her head and saw him, she extricated herself from the conversation and walked over to him.

“Adam!” Alison kissed his cheek. She wore a silver spaghetti-strapped top, black pants, and blue eyeshadow. Glitter shone on both her cheeks. “Oh my God, hi.”

Alison’s voice was high and squeaky, as if she had always just finished sucking helium from a balloon. In college they had both been history majors, and during senior year signed up for the same LSAT prep classes. For an entire semester they’d taken practice tests together on the seventh floor of Van Pelt Library. Adam could always tell when Alison was having trouble with Analytical Reasoning by the way she braided and unbraided her hair.

“You look so cute,” she said.

Adam looked at his shirt. It was a blue oxford.

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“No, trust me, you do. Courtney and I were talking about it earlier. Like, so cute.”

“That’s nice of you.”

Alison smiled, like it was Adam who had complimented her, and Adam smiled back.

He’d come out three months ago, at the beginning of October and after much preparation. He’d composed a speech that began with “I’m so sorry,” and delivered it to Aunt Patty when he was back in Fort Collins over his fall break. They were hiking the Well Gulch trail with two of Patty’s ridgebacks, and once Adam had finished speaking, Patty asked if there was anything else, then threw an L-shaped stick for the dogs to chase into the brush. When he got back to New York a week later, Adam had performed the same speech for Mia and Sasha, after making them a dinner of coq au vin. Once he had cleaned up the dishes, he’d gone into the living room, where they were both sitting on the couch watching a rerun of Law and Order: SVU in which two incestuous teenagers murdered their parents. Standing next to the television, Adam asked Sasha to pause the show, then said that he wanted to talk about something. The color drained from Mia’s face. She said, “It wasn’t me” at the same time that Adam said, “I’m so sorry, but I think I’m gay.” He put his hands into his pockets. Sasha looked at Mia, who looked at the television, where Ice-T was frozen, his finger pointing angrily at a sobbing blonde. Adam had the strange feeling of walking into his own surprise party—of discovering something about himself that everyone else had known all along.

Now, in Richie Fournier’s apartment, Alison’s smile grew wider. She took a breath as if preparing to speak, but stopped herself when she saw Sasha returning from the bathroom. Sasha said hello—Adam could smell the soap on her hands—and Alison responded with a meek wave. She muttered something about wanting to refill her drink before the New Year, then turned and walked into the kitchen. Sasha didn’t say anything—she just wiped her hands against her pants. Adam had noticed that many women didn’t like Sasha, or were at least intimidated by her. He supposed it had something to do with her being beautiful, and rich, and dating Theo Wingate, whom most of the women and half the men he knew wanted to fuck. He also thought that if those women could hear the way she sang *NSYNC in the shower, they’d probably think about her differently.

A Gwen Stefani song rattled the walls. Sasha picked up the cup with which they had been playing quarters and poured in a couple inches of tequila. Adam looked over to the living room’s window, where Richie Fournier was standing with his hands in his pockets and talking to Nina Guzman. Nina said something, and Richie nodded slowly; he reached up to run his hand through his hair. Then he looked at Adam, and Adam waved. Richie responded to whatever Nina had said, and now Nina laughed.

Adam felt his cheeks go red, and his stomach sank. Richie turned his gaze up to the ceiling. He pulled something from his pocket, then looked down at his palm.

“Hey, Sasha?” Adam asked.

“Yes?”

“If you got a text from someone and it said, ‘u coming tonite,’ what would you think that meant?”

“I don’t know, I guess I would think the person was asking me if I was coming tonight.”

“Okay, but what if the person used u instead of y-o-u, and spelled tonight as t-o-n-i-t-e?”

Sasha tapped her chin with her forefinger.

Picking up the quarter, she said, “Personally? I’d think the person was illiterate.”



They had run into him last weekend at a gay bar called Barracuda, down on West Twenty-Second Street. It was one of those places with shirtless bartenders and a DJ who played the same twenty pop songs over and over, but with slightly different remixes; when they showed their IDs at the door, the bouncer said, “Hi, Sasha,” and unhooked a stained red rope. There was a five-dollar cover. They paid it to a thin man wearing a tank top that said “SLUT” in rhinestones, who stamped their wrists with the word BOTTOM in wet black ink. Inside, there were high-top cocktail tables, televisions playing vintage porn, and an empty fish tank emitting a blue-green glow from a corner next to the bar. Because bartenders tended to notice her, Sasha volunteered to get them both drinks. On one of the TV screens, a man dressed as a policeman spit in the mouth of another man dressed as a burglar. Then the burglar grabbed the policeman’s crotch and forced him to his knees.

Sasha came back with two vodka sodas. She said, “I’ve always thought cop porn was kind of unethical? But it’s nice to see traditional power structures inverted.”

The drink was pure vodka, poured over a handful of ice—when Adam took a sip of it, he almost threw up. A Christina Aguilera song was playing; Sasha bobbed her head to the music, while Adam squinted at the television screens. At the table next to them, two men in tight torn jeans were talking about Lindsay Lohan getting arrested.

“It was just a little bit of cocaine,” one of them said. “What’s wrong with a little bit of cocaine?”

“I think she was also driving drunk.”

“Everyone drives drunk in LA.”

Adam watched them both nod, as if they’d solved a riddle. Then a man with a thick beard and an open flannel shirt walked by their table and grabbed Sasha’s arm.

“You’re gorgeous,” he said.

Sasha smiled. Then she finished her drink and said to Adam, “Let’s go dance.”

The dance floor was in the back of the bar, through a bottleneck formed by a DJ booth and the bathrooms. The light was red and murky. Adam and Sasha found an empty corner of the dance floor and huddled together, their straws pinched between their teeth as they stepped left and right to the beat. Christina Aguilera turned over to Amy Winehouse. Sasha said, “Oh, shit, this is my jam,” and threw her hands in the air.

A lime flew from the lip of her glass. Her elbow knocked Richie Fournier’s head.

He said, “What the hell,” and then: “Wait, aren’t you Adam Parker?”

The straw was still pinched between Adam’s teeth; he was holding the glass with both hands. Richie smiled at him. Throughout the entirety of college, Adam had observed him from a distance. At parties, in the dining hall, serving him coffee in the library’s weird fake Starbucks: seeing him always felt like spotting a celebrity, or a foreign dignitary with extraordinary hair. Everyone loved him and flocked around him. He also seemed to care so much less about disappointing people than Adam did, which made Adam envious. He could never tell if he wanted to sleep with Richie Fournier, or to be Richie Fournier, or if there was even a difference between the two, and if that’s what it meant to be in love.

Sasha said, “Hey, Richie.”

“Holy shit, Sasha.” Richie kissed both her cheeks. “Wait a sec: are you all here together?”

Adam nodded; Richie smirked.

He said, a little unkindly, “That’s really cute.”

They went to the front of the bar, where they could hear each other better. Richie bought them another round of drinks, and then went back for three shots of tequila. Sasha made small talk with Richie, gossiping about people from college. On the television screens, an electrician unbuttoned a businessman’s jeans. Adam didn’t know what to do with himself. He put his hands in his pockets, then crossed his arms, then put his hands in his pockets again; he laughed very loudly at all of Richie’s jokes. He finished his drink much faster than anyone else, and then began wondering if he should offer to buy another round. Richie touched Sasha’s arm, and Adam felt an unbearable surge of jealousy course through him. The electrician spun the businessman around. Adam removed his hands from his pockets.

Richie said, “Wait a sec. What are you guys doing for New Year’s Eve?”



“The more important question,” Sasha said, throwing another quarter, “is how did you respond.”

Adam drank his third shot.

“I said, ‘Yeah, totally!’ ”

“That’s bad.”

“It is?”

“Did you use an exclamation point?”

“No. Yes?”

“Oh, that’s really bad.”

Adam scratched his left temple. The tequila slowed his thoughts. “Shit,” he said.

Sasha tightened her ponytail. “What you should have done—I mean, it’s too late now—but what you should have done, is not respond at all, and then wait until he texted you again tonight, and then say, ‘I might come. Have a few things lined up.’ ”

“But we didn’t have a few things lined up, Sasha. And what if he didn’t text me again?”

“He would have.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I just know.” Sasha shook her head. She sighed. “You know, sometimes I worry that all that studying you do is getting in the way of you being smart.”

Adam threw a quarter. This time it landed in Sasha’s cup.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Tilting the cup back, Sasha drank the tequila. She ran her tongue between her teeth and her lips.

“Do you remember when Theo first tried to hook up with me?”

“Not really.”

“It was at the beginning of sophomore year, when we were both in that Rocks for Jocks class. He’d just been diagnosed with testicular cancer, and he came up to me at some party on Beige Block, and said, ‘Hey, you’re in Geology 103, right?’ ”

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing—I just walked away.” She poured more tequila into the cup. “And I kept walking away for the next two months, because that’s what you do.”

“I can’t believe you walked away from a guy with cancer.”

“Whatever, it has a treatment rate of, like, ninety-five percent. Besides, it gave him something to live for.”

Closing one eye, Sasha threw the quarter. Adam looked back at Richie and heard a familiar kerplunk.






11:43 PM Richie

Standing next to the open window, Richie fumbled in his pockets for a cigarette.

He had been doing this for the last five minutes, which was probably enough time to deduce that he had, in fact, smoked all his cigarettes already, but the truth was Richie really wanted one, and searching for them temporarily distracted him from the fact that he had gotten—damn it—a little too fucked up.

How had this happened? He considered the evidence: he’d started drinking at six o’clock, and then he smoked a little weed, and then he drank a lot more, and then he did some cocaine. He was not cross-faded—he was four-way-stop-faded. The cocaine was supposed to help with all that. Was supposed to slice through the fog, leave little Bolivian breadcrumbs for his brain to follow. Someone call the authorities! The cocaine was falsely advertised! Either that, or he should have done a few more bumps. Yes, more was probably the answer—had, in Richie’s case, always been the answer. A little more of this to lift you up, a little more of that to bring you down, a little more of whatever else there was to forget that you were ever too up or too down in the first place. Obliterating yourself was a science that required a delicate balance. It always shocked him that, given his prodigious experience, he could never seem to get it right.

“The Bronx is very fertile. People don’t know that.”

Richie blinked. He looked next to him, where Nina Guzman was standing. For the last five minutes, ever since he started searching for a cigarette, she had been talking to him. She was wearing lint-covered black pants and a pilly gray sweater. Dry skin formed crusts at the corners of her nose. Richie had forgotten she was there.

“That’s why we’re planting our community gardens there. Because the ground is so fertile. We think it will really help increase interest in organic farming in the neighborhood.”

Community gardens? The Bronx? Richie had no idea what she was talking about. All he could think about was how Nina and Courtney Paulson used to hook up in college. Sophomore year the rumor was that they shared a room in the Tri Delta house, where they slept in the same bed and shared cigarettes. Nina all but confirmed the rumor when Courtney started dating one of Theo’s teammates on the intramural basketball team, and Nina blew up at her in Smokey Joe’s. She’d called her a whore and a traitor and, after throwing a vodka gimlet in her face, said that she was cheap with her Marlboro Lights and couldn’t eat pussy to save her life.

Nina said, “Right now we’re really focused on carrots.”

“That makes sense.”

“They’re so versatile.”

“So versatile.”

“They also have a ton of antioxidants in them. Did you know that?”

“No. I didn’t.”

In college Nina had driven a giant SUV around campus. She was majoring in sociology and wanted to be a publicist for celebrities in Hollywood. But then the summer after sophomore year she went on some camping trip in the Australian outback to get over Courtney Paulson, and while she was there she had a spiritual experience with an Aboriginal shaman; when she came back that fall, she changed her major to environmental science. From what Richie could remember, she kept the SUV.

Nina said something about photosynthesis; Richie wondered if he was dead and this was hell. What confused him about Nina was that their politics were more or less aligned, and yet talking to her about them made him want to become a raging, fanatical, homicidal fascist.

“What are you looking for?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Your hands have been in your pockets for, like, ever.”

“Hey, Nina?”

“Yeah?”

“Fuck off.”

She gasped, sighed, stormed away. Richie kept digging. He found, among clumps of lint and a lone piece of gum: a small dime bag with two bumps left, his keys, a dry-cleaning receipt for three shirts, a Heineken bottle cap, another loose key whose origins were a mystery, and one of his business cards from the Boston Consulting Group. It was folded in half, though now he flattened it out in his palm, reading his own name. He had gotten the job nine months ago, through a series of on-campus recruiting events where women in pantsuits asked him to explain his thought process for deducing how many gas stations were in Los Angeles. Richie couldn’t remember what he’d said, only that it made the women laugh hysterically, and then nod enthusiastically, and then laugh hysterically again; in the end, whatever it was, it was good enough for him to get the job. When that happened, Richie let out a laugh of his own. He called his stepfather to rub it in his face.

“Consulting?”

His stepfather managed a Bank of America branch in Windham, New Hampshire. He had a thick mustache, wore appalling short-sleeved button-down shirts, and generally thought the only thing Richie was good for was spending his mother’s money. He was a tacky, hateful man, and only a slight improvement over Richie’s father.

“That’s right,” Richie said. “With the Boston Consulting Group.”

His stepfather let out a nasal huh.

Then he said: “You know, a job means you actually have to work.”

From his pocket, Richie pulled out a chipped Altoid, frowned, and threw it and his business card out the open window. A half-finished drink sat on the sill—he did its owner the favor of finishing it and licked his lips. Then, thanks to a brief portal of clarity opened by some residual cocaine, he discovered something tucked neatly away in the pocket of his shirt. His shirt! How had he not thought of that before? It was a leopard-print, polyester button-down that he claimed was vintage Gucci, by which he really meant H&M. The pocket was deep and loose, and inside it was not a cigarette but a perfectly rolled joint. Richie brought it to his nose, running it back and forth beneath his nostrils. Grassy and delicious: miracles like these called for some generosity. Across the living room, Sasha Karlsson-Lee and Adam Parker played a pathetic game of quarters. Richie decided to walk over to them.

“Don’t cut it,” he heard Sasha say to Adam. “It looks cute.”

“I feel like I look like Carrot Top.”

“You’re not a redhead. Also, Carrot Top’s kind of hot.”

“You’re fucking insane.”

Richie wiped his nose. He said, “You guys want to get high?”

At first Adam didn’t respond, and for a second Richie wondered if he had said something that he hadn’t intended to, if he had reached the point of fucked-up-ness where words came out differently than how he heard them in his head.

But then Sasha threw the quarter. It clanked against the table and bounced into the cup.

“Sure,” she said.



In his room, the bed was covered with coats. They were all made of either wool or Gore-Tex, and together they formed a shape that was constructed of many disparate parts (sleeves, hoods, pockets, clasps), but was also—strangely—whole. Richie stared at it, forgetting for a second why they were all here. Then he pushed them to the floor.

“Thanks for inviting us,” Adam said.

Richie folded one leg beneath him. “Oh, sure, sure.”

Did I invite them? Oh, right. He had. He’d seen them last weekend, dancing in the back room of Barracuda; Sasha had knocked him in the head with her elbow. How had that night ended? He had stayed until the bar closed, he remembered that much, but after that things got a little blurry. Had he gone home with Eric? He had certainly come with Eric, but that didn’t necessarily mean he’d gone home with him. He tried to picture himself waiting in line at coat check, and then walking out of the bar. An image began to solidify: lighting a cigarette on the street outside, stumbling eastward to Seventh Avenue, climbing up three flights of stairs, stepping on a cat, being told to be quiet because of a sleeping roommate, the first few chords of the Brokeback Mountain soundtrack…

Nick. He had come with Eric, but he had gone home with Nick.

Richie pulled the joint from his shirt pocket. Adam sat on the bed to his left, but Sasha was standing up, and he wished she would sit down already. She was leaning against the closet door, her hands crossed behind her back, and she kept tilting her head from left to right. He looked at her for a moment longer; he was suspicious of tall people as a rule. He didn’t like how they could always look down.

“I need a lighter,” he said.

Sasha scoffed. “You asked us to get high and don’t have a lighter?”

“I’m gay, Sasha—not a Boy Scout.”

She patted her jeans. “I don’t have one.”

Adam shrugged. “Neither do I.”

Loser energy, Richie thought. Total, absolute loser energy. He sighed, loudly and paternally, conveying his disappointment. Maybe he should have gone to the bathroom and finished the last bits of his coke. One bump, two bumps, red bump, blue bump, as easy as that. He still had that phantom key in his pocket. Earlier he had used it, and had been amazed by how exquisitely designed it was for scooping up drugs from tiny plastic bags. So small, so slender! It was these little coincidences, these everyday graces, that kept Richie believing in God.

But then Adam began plunging his hand into the pockets of random coats, rummaging around until, at last, he pulled out a blue Bic lighter. He held it up to Richie and smiled. Richie immediately took it from him without saying anything.

A few seconds later, the joint’s tip crackled and popped. Richie took a drag, feeling the smoke scorch his throat and lungs. From a foot away Adam watched him, his eyes trained on Richie’s every move, and Richie found himself thinking back to when they’d hooked up, in the fall of sophomore year. At the time, Richie was exclusively sleeping with closeted people who he found in upstairs bedrooms at frat parties, and hanging out around the bathrooms in the poli-sci building, and on the rowing team. Was the sex good? No, not really. They came fast and hard, and often afterward Richie would have to sit back and listen as they reasoned themselves through a quickening shame spiral, waiting for them to finish and leave so he could finally jerk off. Still, even that was better than what he got from the other openly gay kids on campus. Talk about loser energy. Richie had thought the whole point of coming out was to sleep with other men, not talk about the politics of sleeping with other men, or the aesthetics of sleeping with other men, yet every time he took home someone from the LGBT Center, all they ever wanted to do was lecture him about Larry Kramer. And nothing—not coke, or Nina Guzman, or a naked Nancy Reagan—could kill a boner quite like Larry Kramer.

Puff, puff, pass: he gave Sasha the joint. She took it into her long, skeletal fingers and brought it to her lips.

She said, “Maybe I’ll just stay stoned for all of 2008.”

He couldn’t remember where exactly he’d met Adam. Probably in a Philadelphia chatroom—he spent enough time on Gay.com back then. Wherever it was, Adam came over to the house where Richie was living on Delancey Street, wearing a gray Penn hoodie. Richie could still picture him, standing in the front door. His hands were shaking, and when he introduced himself, he used some hilarious fake name, as if Richie didn’t already know exactly who he was. God, what was it? Scott something? No, not Scott. Sean. Yes, that was it. It was Sean Straub. Richie had slid right over that one with a smile. He’d said, “Nice to meet you, Sean,” then led him upstairs to his room.

Sasha reached over his head to pass the joint to Adam, who took a large drag, held it in for too long, and began to cough. “Umbrella” thumped on the other side of the bedroom wall. The world turned half a beat slower, and Richie decided to lie back on the bed, folding one hand behind his head. Adam was still coughing, and now Richie turned so he could see him. He had the joint held too low, pinched not with the ends of his fingers but between their bases. He was not a natural smoker. Richie thought, Watching Adam Parker smoke is like watching a German shepherd ride a bike, and started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Sasha asked.

Richie propped himself up on one elbow.

“Nothing,” he said, then took the joint from Adam.

The sex hadn’t been that bad. After months of fingering reluctant rowers and watching frat boys cry, Richie remembered it being—on balance—actually pretty good. They’d kissed, and when Richie took Adam’s shirt off, he saw his chest was smooth and covered with goose pimples. Adam was pliant and let Richie do what he wanted, letting out tiny gasps as their bodies shifted. When they were finished, Richie sat up, leaning back against the bed’s headboard while Adam tied his shoes and put his Penn sweatshirt back on. Then with a grin, he’d said, “Bye, Adam,” and watched as his face went white.

Sasha was staring at her fingers.

She said, “Did I tell you that I saw Lisa Bonet riding on a scooter yesterday?”

“Are you sure it was Lisa Bonet?” Adam ran his hand over his cheek. “She doesn’t strike me as a scooter person.”

“In New York, if you think you see Lisa Bonet riding a scooter, then you get to say you saw Lisa Bonet riding a scooter. Those are just the rules.”

“Okay, Sasha. Whatever you say.”

Another cloud of smoke smoldered in Richie’s lungs. “Umbrella” changed to “Gold Digger,” the beat pulsing and disrupting his thoughts. Someone screamed, “No, Mike, fuck you,” and he decided to sit up. Outside, Orchard Street was bathed in a soft, blue-yellow light. He wondered what time it was, even though time had started bending into strange shapes hours ago, and then started thinking about what he was going to do with the rest of his night. Tomorrow was beginning to needle at him, even though in a matter of minutes tomorrow would technically be today. The punishing glare of the morning, the guilt of sleeping past noon.

Adam said, “The last time I got high I accidentally rode the E train all the way to Jamaica.”

“I remember that.” Sasha was still staring at her hands.

“I was afraid if I stood up then everyone would know that I was super high, so I just stayed on until the very last stop.”

“Okay, but that’s not really an accident, is it.”

“No. I guess not.”

Was Barracuda still open? If it was, he could make it up there, see if there was anyone floating around. Eric, maybe, or Nick from last weekend. Waking up next to someone posed its own set of problems, but on mornings like the one he was anticipating, it was better than waking up alone. Nick from last weekend—that hadn’t exactly ended well. Nick had been too drunk to do anything, and had made the appalling suggestion that they cuddle; when Richie went to take a shower, he slipped and tore down the curtain. But Richie knew how to smooth these things over, how to lay the groundwork for something else. It was all a matter of cultivation, of letting someone feel like they were drifting from your orbit, then tossing them the thinnest lifeline to keep them around. It was why when Nick texted him on Monday, and Tuesday, and Wednesday, and Thursday, Richie had never texted back.

Sasha said, “Would you rather only eat grapes for the rest of your life, or have hooves for hands.”

“Those two things are totally different,” Adam said.

“Answer the question.”

Adam shifted on the bed. His hand grazed Richie’s knee.

He said, “In terms of the grapes, are we talking red or green?”

“Green. And something you might want to consider is that it would be hard to masturbate with hooves.”

Except: Barracuda was far. The sidewalks were crowded, it was too late to find a cab, and he was hardly wearing the right shoes for how cold it was outside. He hated being cold. It reminded him, a little too vividly, of all the mornings he’d spent shoveling his stepfather’s car out from blocks of snow and ice—of the way his fingers would freeze until they burned; of how the beauty of a sunrise only lasted until his stepfather yelled, “Can’t you hurry up?”

“Then I think I would go with grapes,” Adam said.

The joint made it back around to Richie, its tip burned and ragged. He pulled, closed his eyes, felt his body get warmer. Adam lay back, his shirt lifting to expose a thin line of skin above the waistband of his jeans. “Gold Digger” ended, and “Let Go” began; Richie thought, Maybe I don’t have to go to Barracuda. Outside, a car honked. Sasha pulled her hair back, tying it into a ponytail. She said, “I can’t tell if we’ve been in here for ten minutes or ten hours,” as Richie filled his lungs with smoke, leaned over Adam, and blew it directly into his mouth.

Their noses brushed against each other. Richie grazed Adam’s lips with his tongue.

“Oh, okay,” Sasha said, and Adam opened his eyes.






11:48 PM Mia

Outside the air was cold. Sitting on the top stair of the building’s stoop, Mia held a cigarette between her lips and searched through her purse for her lighter. Strangers passed in front of her on the sidewalk, three men and one woman, all of them laughing. Their breaths clouded in front of them, and they had their arms folded across their chests. The woman’s legs were bare and pink; her heels clacked against the pavement as she walked. Mia lit her cigarette, pulling her knees to her chest. In the window of a store across the street, a neon sign advertising dumplings blinked on and off; next to it, a metal grate was pulled over the door of a hair salon. Music and voices rang out from the windows above her, and farther north, toward Houston, a siren whined. The end of Mia’s cigarette glowed red, then orange. A set of footsteps grew louder behind her, and a moment later the building’s door swung open. As Mia leaned to her left to make room for a pair of legs, she heard a voice say, “Hey.”

Marco stood over her. He had put on a black coat and a pair of gloves, and a wool cap covered the tops of his ears. A streetlamp stood directly above them. Mia squinted into its light.

“Yeah,” she said. “Hey.”

“What are you doing out here?”

She held up the cigarette, pinched between two knuckles. Marco nodded.

“You could’ve smoked inside. Richie does it all the time.”

“I know. But it felt impolite.”

Another group of people—this time three women—passed the building, circling around a metal grate in the sidewalk. One of them said, “Shit, we only have, like, ten minutes,” and they all broke into an awkward jog.

“Where are you going?” Mia asked.

“We’re out of mixers—”

“I’m aware.”

“—and ice. I offered to go on a bodega run.”

“That was nice of you.”

Marco smiled. He said, “Hmm,” then pulled his hat down an inch farther, so it entirely covered his ears. Mia smoked, looking out onto the street. For a few seconds neither of them said anything; then Mia realized he was waiting for her to join him, and she stubbed out the second half of the cigarette on the stoop and stood up. The backs of her thighs were covered with dirt and dust and other bits of the city, which she quickly brushed away with her hands. Marco said, “I think there’s one a block over,” and together they began walking north.

“You said you moved in two weeks ago?” Mia asked.

“Almost three now.”

“Where were you living before that?”

“Bogotá, Colombia.”

“Oh, wow—I thought you were going to say, like, Chicago or something.”

“Do I look like someone from Chicago?”

“No. Yes? I mean, what does a person from Chicago look like? It’s not like you look like someone from Bogotá.”

“What does someone from Bogotá look like?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been.”

Marco laughed, and hearing it Mia experienced an extraordinary sense of relief, as if she had passed a difficult test. She smiled and felt herself become lighter.

He said, “I was doing a Fulbright. I moved to New York because it ended and I got a job at Lehman Brothers.”

“Doesn’t Mitch Reynolds work at Lehman Brothers?”

“Yeah. In sales and trading.”

“Lucky you.”

“Lucky me. What do you do?”

“I work at Condé Nast. At Details.”

“Isn’t that a gay magazine?”

“No.” Mia cupped her hands and blew into them. “Well, yes. But not technically.”

They stopped in front of the bodega, on the south side of Broome. Through its glass doors Mia could see shelves of canned beans and boxes of cereal. Within a freezer individual bottles of beer glowed in a bright white light.

“Actually?” Marco said. “This one has really bad ice.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, I just remembered.”

“What makes the ice bad?”

“I can’t really describe it. It just is.”

“Do you want to keep walking?”

Marco nodded, a serious expression on his face. “We probably should.”

Mia glanced at him, but he kept looking straight forward, into the bodega with the bad ice. The streets were crowded, there were drunk girls screaming all around them, but somehow it suddenly felt to Mia as though they were the only two people in the city. She said, “Okay, then. Let’s go.”

Crossing Broome, they continued making their way north. As they passed a shuttered coffee shop, Marco asked Mia where she was from, and she told him Michigan. When he asked where, specifically, in Michigan, she stopped and held up one of her hands.

“If this is the entire state, then Detroit is down here.” She pointed to the base of her thumb. “And Lansing is over here. I’m from Lansing.”

“I see.”

“Lansing is the capital.”

Marco smiled. “I know what the capital of Michigan is.”

“Sometimes people forget.”

“Was it a nice place to grow up?”

“I think so? I don’t really have much to compare it to.”

“Is your family still there?”

“Yes. I think that’s probably why I don’t live there anymore.”

“You don’t get along?”

“We get along fine.” They began walking again. “I’ve got these three older brothers. The youngest of them, Peter, is fourteen years older than I am. My parents thought they were done having kids, but evidently that wasn’t the case, because here I am. A favorite story in the family is how when my oldest brother found out that my mom was pregnant with me, he sat my dad down and talked to him about how to use a condom. No one was ever, like, deliberately cruel about it—I mean, all of my brothers are assholes in their own specific ways, but I think that would be the case regardless of the age difference—but it always felt a little weird, you know?”

“Weird how?”

“Okay, well, for example: when my brothers were kids, my dad was really into woodworking. Apparently in the garage he had all these saws and drills—even a lathe. So he made each of them a coatrack, like the kind you attach to the wall that has pegs on it. They’re very cute, and have their names spelled out on them with these wooden cutout letters. But by the time I was born he’d given up on woodworking and had sold off all his equipment.”

“So you don’t have a coatrack with your name on it?”

“I do not have a coatrack with my name on it.”

At Delancey Street they stopped and waited. Mia had no gloves, no hat, though when she thought about it she realized she wasn’t as cold as she expected to be. Cars passed in front of them, and when the light turned they were still there, blocking the crosswalk. A few horns honked, though the cars didn’t move. Marco took hold of Mia’s hand. He said, “Come on,” and wove them through the traffic.

She asked him what Bogotá was like, and he told her about Monserrate and La Candelaria and Plazoleta Chorro de Quevedo. The precise and careful manner with which he described it all made it feel like a place Mia had already been to, a place that she could see perfectly in her imagination, yet was, at the same time, somewhere new that she wanted him to take her. She began to think about her own life, about how little she had seen or accomplished, and suddenly felt incredibly young, like she had been thrust into something without being properly prepared for it, even though she had ostensibly received the same preparations as everyone else. She felt as though when she looked around her everyone else’s life was starting up, while she was sitting at her desk, writing about men’s colognes, waiting for something to happen.

She felt like she could tell Marco all of this—like she could say to him, “Do you ever feel like you’re really bad at life?” and he would listen without making fun of her, and would take what she said seriously. There was an empty champagne bottle lying in the middle of the sidewalk, and she took a step over it. She pictured herself telling him other things. She imagined a door opening between them, one through which they could allow these secret parts of themselves to pass.

“Are you happy to be in New York?” she asked.

“That’s a good question. I wasn’t when I first got here.”

“But now?”

Marco slowed down a little bit. He said, “But now I don’t know.”

They passed by two, then three bodegas. Finally, south of Rivington, Marco led them into a fourth one. A small cat ran in front of the door when he opened it, and Mia flinched as it leapt on top of a television set behind the cash register. On its screen were images of crowds in Times Square, the illuminated ball descending above them. Marco walked down one of the three aisles, filling a plastic basket with liters of seltzer water and cola. Opening the door to a freezer, he pulled out a bag of ice while Mia stood in front of the television, watching as a clock on the screen ticked down from thirty. Marco set the items on the counter in front of the register. From outside, they could hear people counting the final seconds, their voices growing louder as they got closer and closer to one. The total for the mixers and the ice came to $12.17. Marco put $15 on the counter, and the cashier handed him his change.

“Happy New Year,” he said.

They were standing next to a rack holding yesterday’s copy of the New York Post. For a second Mia wondered if he was going to kiss her, though she tried her best not to look like she was expecting something. Marco smiled; confetti fluttered across the television screen, drifting down toward the crowd. The cover of the Post said: “Life of the Party, Indie Voters Eye Bloomberg for Prez.”

“What?” Marco said.

Mia smiled. She was holding her breath, though at the same time she felt something inside her deflate.

“Nothing,” she said, and pushed open the bodega’s door.



Back out on the street, they could hear competing choruses of “Auld Lang Syne,” sung slow and drunk and brazenly off-key. Fireworks erupted in the sky above them, their pops echoing off the buildings, their colors flashing, then fading in the night. Two black plastic shopping bags hung from Marco’s hands, swinging back and forth as they walked.

“Do you like working at Details?”

“I don’t know. Sure?”

“What’s that mean?”

“I mean it’s a job. Am I supposed to like it? I feel like most of the time I’m just trying to wrap my head around the fact that I’m going to have to work until I die.”

“You don’t have to keep doing this work,” Marco said.

“You know what I mean.”

“If you could do anything, what would it be?”

“I don’t know.”

Marco looked at her. “I don’t think that’s true.”

Mia curled her fingers into fists. They were finally getting cold.

“Okay, fine. I would be an actual writer. Like a journalist or something.”

“Then why don’t you go do that?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you want to be a journalist, go be a journalist.”

“Ha. Um, okay?”

Marco’s face hardened. “I’m serious. If you want something, you should go out and get it.”

“I guess I just don’t think it’s that easy.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because I’m a woman? Maybe because it’s just not?”

They were standing beneath half a block of scaffolding. He probed his cheek with his tongue and looked up at the wooden planks above them. She could tell he was getting frustrated, though she didn’t understand why.

“You strike me as someone who could do with a little more confidence,” he said.

“I think that’s probably true.”

“So why don’t you have any?”

Mia frowned, scratching at her left earlobe. She felt like she had lost the conversation’s thread.

She said, “Who are we talking about here?”

Marco looked at her strangely, then turned and continued walking south. Mia hung her head—then rushed to catch up with him. Across the street a man stepped out of a building with a small beige dog on a leash. He wore slippers and a red robe, and he stood smoking a cigarette while the dog lifted its leg and pissed. For a few minutes Mia walked silently next to Marco, worrying that she had said something wrong and broken something fragile. She imagined them reaching the apartment, where they would go back up to the party, drifting in with different groups of people and not seeing each other again. The thought of losing him so quickly made her feel physically ill, overcome with a wave of nauseating desperation, and as they crossed Broome Street and passed the bodega with the bad ice, she wondered what, if anything, she could say to change the course of the evening.

She thought of Sasha, of how easily and comfortably she moved through the world, and wondered why she couldn’t be more like that. What the fuck was wrong with her? Maybe it was her height. Whereas Sasha was tall, Mia was short—but then again, so was Napoleon, and Danny DeVito, and look at everything they did. The bigger problem, she knew, was her brain, which she was beginning to understand as a minefield of half-ideas and sensitivities, these thoughts that seemed important and valid, but that once she articulated them withered in midair.

Marco climbed the stairs of the stoop, and with her head still hanging she followed a few feet behind him. Then when he reached the building’s door he turned around.

“That girl who stopped us from talking earlier,” he said.

“What about her?”

“She isn’t anyone. She’s my cousin. Actually, she’s not even my actual cousin. She’s someone who I grew up with who I’ve always called my cousin.”

“Okay,” Mia said.

“And when we heard the countdown a few minutes ago.”

“Yes?”

“Well, we were in the bodega, so I couldn’t…”

He took his hat off and shoved it into the pocket of his coat. His hair was matted. The tips of his ears were red.

“You couldn’t what?”

Marco’s expression was blank, but then it took on a strange, intense focus. He set the bags of ice and mixers on the ground. Taking a step forward, he leaned in to kiss her. Mia closed her eyes. She thought, It turns out I was wrong about this too, and felt his lips move apart, his tongue gently brushing against her own. A moment later he pulled his head away.

“You’re blushing again,” he said.

A police car drove down Orchard Street, its lights turning, its siren silent. Marco’s face flashed blue, then pink, then blue. He leaned in, and again Mia felt his lips. This time he placed one hand against her cheek, and the other one against the small of her back, pulling her closer to him. She could feel her heart beating against the wool of her sweater and up at the base of her throat, and she raised herself up on her toes.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

“It’s nice.”

“Are you sure?”

The police car turned on its siren, though now it seemed to Mia to be very far away.

She said, “Marco?”

“Yes?”

“Please stop talking and kiss me.”






Cancún June 14, 2014

…MR. AND MRS. RONALD PAULSON ALONG WITH MR. AND MRS. JOHN LARSEN JOYFULLY INVITE YOU TO THE WEDDING OF THEIR CHILDREN Courtney Rose Paulson AND…






6:00 PM Mia

She couldn’t get a drink to save her life.

Cocktail hour ended in five minutes, and for the last ten she had been standing here, sweating through her dress, waving at a bartender in a guayabera shirt.

“Hello? Drink, please?” she said.

The bartender smiled at her. He asked the man next to her if he’d like another margarita.

Mia pinched the bridge of her nose. “Jesus Christ.”

Weddings had become a blood sport. A few years ago, when people first started getting married, there was a kind of novelty to them. She would get one invitation a summer, maybe two, and each time she would hold the envelope in her hand, not quite believing what she was seeing: the dates written out in thick black calligraphy; the inclusion of the bride’s middle name. The ceremonies were in churches, or at country clubs, and if she was lucky there would be a gift bag with potato chips and Tylenol waiting for her in a hotel room she was splitting with Adam.

But then something changed. It had happened during the last two years, though if someone asked her to pinpoint when, Mia would be hard-pressed to give an exact answer. All she knew was that she had taken two vacation days and emptied part of her savings account to come and watch Courtney Paulson get married in Cancún. Or, no, sorry—Riviera Maya, because for the last five months, if you happened to mention that Courtney was getting married in Cancún within five miles of where she happened to be, she would materialize in front of you like some matrimonial wraith and say, “Well, actually, Mia, it’s not Cancún, it’s Riviera Maya, and there’s a difference.”

Mia had never asked her to explain the difference. Whatever it was, it couldn’t change the fact that she had a terrible sunburn, or that yesterday when she was exiting the airport, she’d had to negotiate her way through a horde of drunk college students brandishing souvenir cups from Señor Frog’s.

Also: last night after the rehearsal dinner, she’d nearly stepped on a scorpion. It was in her hotel room, doing God-knows-what next to her flip-flops, and when she saw it she screamed so loudly that Adam had run over to check on her from four rooms away. But none of that mattered, because Courtney and her fiancé, Geoff (Geoff!), were getting married. Her father had hired the lead guitarist from Saturday Night Live to play at the reception, there were whispers of a big surprise, and when the official party was over, there would be an after-party on the other side of the resort with a made-to-order quesadilla station.

To get there, they would all ride bikes—these big, slow beach cruisers that the hotel had in storage and that Courtney figured would be a cute touch. Mia was still working out how all that would happen. There had to be about two hundred guests at the wedding, and so far she had seen only seven bikes. The resort covered something like one billion acres. The paths that snaked through it were dark and covered with a layer of fine white sand, and the bikes’ tires were stripped of their treads. She was imagining Courtney’s grandmother, pedaling in her muumuu, when the guayabera-ed bartender finally caught her eye.

“Dime,” he said.

“Just a gin and tonic, please.”

“No gin and tonics.”

“What do you mean, no gin and tonics?”

The bartender pointed to a small sign, standing on the side of the bar. It was printed on a piece of stiff pink paper and set in a frame made of seashells.

“Signature cocktails only.”

Mia looked at the sign. “What’s the Geoff and Tonic.”

“It’s a gin and tonic.”

“Then I guess I’ll have the Geoff and Tonic.”

She checked her phone for a text from Sasha. She and Theo weren’t there—they were off snorkeling, or swimming with dolphins, or drinking mai tais out of coconuts, or getting lava-rock massages, or doing whatever else two people did on a honeymoon to Hawaii. Earlier in the afternoon Sasha had sent her a picture of the sunrise from the top of a volcano, and Mia had responded with a picture of the dress she was wearing, a green midi that was covered with tiny birds of paradise. The invitation had said that the dress code was Formal Hacienda Chic. She understood the words by themselves, but when she saw them strung together, they lost all sense. She was also worried they were, in a way she couldn’t quite articulate, a little bit racist.

In fact, she was worried that this entire thing was a little bit racist. Last night everyone had been given a sombrero to wear at the rehearsal dinner. The entertainment was a mariachi band, comprising the hotel’s staff: at one point music started playing, and Mia turned around to see the woman who had checked her in at the reception desk, strapping a guitar around her neck. On the schedule of events that she found in her room, there were instructions to fiesta, siesta, repeat. It would be one thing if Courtney’s last name were Gonzalez, but it wasn’t. Her mother was British, and her father was named Ronald Paulson; Geoff looked like a guy you’d see on a tourism poster for Norway. The green midi with the tiny birds of paradise was an atrocity. It was the best thing she could find. I look like Gumby, she had written to Sasha, but she saw now that Sasha had yet to respond. The bartender sloshed gin over three cubes of foggy ice. A drop of sweat worked its way down Mia’s spine.



Courtney and Geoff’s wedding was the sixth of the season; Theo and Sasha’s had been the fifth. At least they hadn’t made Mia fly to Cancún, or Tuscany, or Zanzibar, or anywhere else that would have required her to take out a mortgage or get vaccinated against yellow fever. At least they were considerate enough to keep things in New York. All Mia had to do was get herself across the East River and to the Plaza. But it had been touch-and-go for a minute there. A year earlier, when they first got engaged, there had been rumblings about Provence. Sasha floated the idea to Mia one Saturday morning, and Mia had nearly spit coffee in her face.

“Provence!” she remembered saying, hearing the malice in her voice only once it was too late. “As in, France?”

Sasha frowned. “Yes, as in France. Is there another Provence?”

“Do you have family there or something?”

“Family? In Provence? Ha, no. We both just really like it. We went on that vacation to Aix last summer and had a great time.”

Mia nodded. Of course they’d had a great time—it was Provence and Sasha’s parents had paid for it. They had rented a villa with a stone pool surrounded by fields of lavender—Mia knew, because Sasha had posted eighty-seven pictures of it to her Instagram account. Still, that didn’t mean they had to get married there, for God’s sake. There were plenty of places that Mia had gone on perfectly lovely vacations, and you didn’t see her planning weddings at any of them. You didn’t see Mia planning weddings at all.

“Do you think that would be crazy?” Sasha had asked. “Be honest with me.”

Taking another sip of her coffee, Mia tried her best to cultivate a thoughtful expression.

“I can tell you think it’s crazy,” Sasha said.

“I never said crazy.”

Sasha crossed her legs. She said, “It’s probably for the best. Provence is too hot in June.”

In the year leading up to her wedding, Sasha was always asking Mia if she was crazy, and Mia never knew how to respond. Was getting married in France—particularly when the only link you had to it was a single vacation to Aix for which your parents paid—crazy? Yes. Absolutely. Totally, utterly crazy. Didn’t she know that half of marriages ended in divorce? What was she going to tell people then? At her second wedding, was she going to apologize to everyone for making them fly to France for her first wedding? That wasn’t the only thing that was crazy either. Also crazy were the questions that Sasha had asked Mia about the sentimentality of peonies, and the difference between sea bass and sole, and whether chocolate fountains were fun-tacky or tack-tacky, and whether she thought it was a bad idea to let Richie Fournier give a speech (the answer was yes).

These conversations left Mia dizzy and conflicted. She knew it was her duty to be happy for Sasha, and to share in her excitement. Anyone could see that she and Theo were in love—they complimented each other’s terrible jokes, and always made a show of predicting what the other one was going to order at a restaurant. Yet whatever happiness Mia felt was always followed by a sharp impatience, and a disappointment that Sasha had fallen for the same basic clichés that Mia had expected her to avoid.

It had also made her worry that something was wrong with her, with Mia—that her breakup with Marco had drained her of whatever earnestness was required to have conversations about centerpieces. She tried to put on a good face, but lately she was finding it impossible. In the thirteen years they had known each other, Mia had never seen Sasha act so irrationally—after talking to her, Mia was often left with an overwhelming urge to throw Sasha from a very tall building, or set herself on fire. In the end, maybe this made sense. Sasha was her best friend.




The bartender handed Mia her drink.

“Your Geoff and Tonic, señora.”

“Señora?”

“Señorita?”

“Better.”

Tiki torches blazed in the sand, and beyond them was the clear water of the Caribbean. Farther down the beach, caterers straightened out place settings on circular white tables, and a musician performed a sound check near the dance floor. The hotel stood behind them: a series of two-story bungalows with glass balconies and yellow awnings, along with a swimming pool, whose lights had recently turned on. Surrounding it were other hotel guests not associated with the wedding—a mother cocooning her children in towels; a man tapping on his phone, four empty beer bottles at his feet. Mia was really sweating now. It was the middle of June, and they were at the tip of the Yucatán Peninsula, and for a second she held the cool glass to her cheek. Condensation dripped to her chin. Ten feet in front of her, Richie leaned over and whispered something to Adam, and then together they ducked into a photo booth that had been erected next to a long table holding bowls of chips and guacamole. A lime fell from the rim of Adam’s glass. The booth’s red curtain was hastily closed.

Mia tugged at her dress and glanced down to see if she had sweated through any of the birds. She hadn’t—the birds were dry and opaque. To Sasha’s wedding she had worn a blue bridesmaid’s dress that had felt like a straitjacket. It clung to her knees and allowed for her legs to move approximately four inches in either direction. After the ceremony, when they were all taking a million pictures in the Plaza’s Palm Court, she had not walked to where the photographer was directing her so much as she had shuffled. This elongated what had already been a very long process: the photographer had been determined to shoot every combination of bridesmaids, groomsmen, grandparents, and aunts. Mia wouldn’t have minded—she gave a lot of leeway to local weddings, and Sasha had been smart enough to provide champagne—had one of those combinations not been her and Marco. When the photographer suggested it, Mia was sitting in a cushioned chair, helping Richie with his speech.

“You two.” The photographer pointed a finger at Mia, and then at Marco, who was standing on the other side of the room with Theo. “Let’s get you two together.”

Mia had felt herself flush.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” she said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s not.”

But it was too late. The photographer was already pulling her to her feet, and dragging both her and Marco to a large potted palm tree, where she commanded them both to sit.

“Smile,” the photographer barked. “Pretend like he’s saying something funny.”

Marco looked at Mia; Mia turned to the photographer.

She said, “But he never does.”

The photographer wasn’t listening—there was something wrong with the lighting, and now she was scrambling around, adjusting various light boxes and shades. Mia was holding a bouquet of peonies—Sasha had decided they were not sentimental—and Marco had a boutonniere, pinned cockeyed to the lapel of his tuxedo. She remembered how, when she saw it, she’d nearly reached out to straighten it. But then Marco had cracked his knuckles. The sound drove nails through Mia’s brain.

“So,” he said.

“Yes. So.”

“How have you been?”

“Great.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

Mia sat perfectly still. She heard the faint hum of music from the Grand Foyer. A peppy rendition of “Don’t Get Around Much Anymore.”

Marco said, “I’ve been pretty good too.” And then, under his breath: “Thanks for asking.”

They both stared straight forward, waiting for the photographer. Richie stood up from the chair where Mia had left him, and she saw a napkin with notes she had given him, crumpled up on the floor. Walking across the room, he began talking with one of Sasha’s friends from the gallery. Like Marco, he was dressed in a black tuxedo, and she, like Mia, in a constrictive dress. The back was open, and the woman’s hair was pulled up, revealing the long curve of her neck. Richie glanced over at Mia and raised both eyebrows; then he leaned over to whisper something into the woman’s ear.

“Okay.” The photographer clicked something, and the room was filled with a burst of light. “We’re good to go.”

“Mia,” Marco said.

Straightening her back, Mia blinked away stars.

“Yes?”

But he wasn’t able to answer her. The photographer raised her camera and told them both to smile.



Finishing her Geoff and Tonic, she saw him again now. He was standing near the chips and guac with Nina Guzman and Alison Liu, whose left leg was wrapped in a bright-red cast. Nina fed Alison a crostini, and Alison thanked her. She had decorated her crutches with a pair of gauzy pink scarves. Light seeped out from beneath the photo booth’s curtains; Mia watched Adam’s feet turn toward each other. Two women with laelia orchids pinned to their hair gently ushered the guests to their tables. Mia double-checked her table number. The Caribbean glittered; she felt suddenly and staggeringly alone. Bodies filed down the beach, their feet shifting awkwardly in the sand, their backs streaked with sweat. Emily joined Marco, slipping her arm through his, and they merged with the migrating crowd.

Mia didn’t move. Instead she watched as Marco’s hand drifted down toward Emily’s hip, and as she reached up to run two fingers over his cowlick.

You should’ve licked them first, she thought. Every idiot knows that.






6:20 PM Adam

There was a photo booth on the opposite side of the dance floor. On their way to table seven, Richie asked Adam to make a detour.

“Do we have to?” Adam said. “I’m actually pretty hungry.”

But Richie was already pulling back the booth’s curtain.

“Come on,” he said. “It’ll only take a second.”

It was hot, much hotter than it was outside, and lit by a bright white light. Adam squeezed onto the bench next to Richie and pulled shut the curtain. In front of them was a screen, advertising different filters for whatever pictures they either were or were not going to take. Black and white, sepia, rose-colored. If they wanted, they could add little pixelated sombreros.

“Here, have some of this,” Richie said. He was holding out his hotel key, a black plastic card, on the corner of which he had gathered a tiny mound of cocaine.

Turning his feet toward each other, Adam tried his best to get comfortable. He didn’t really want any cocaine. Lately it had been difficult for him to do drugs without letting a preemptive worry about a hangover get in the way of whatever pleasure or transcendence the drugs promised. Sometimes he wondered if that meant he was getting older; other times he wondered if he was simply bad at doing drugs, in the same way that other people were bad at Scrabble, or making omelets.

Recently he’d tried explaining all of this to Richie, and Richie had told him to grow up—he said that Adam was only saying that he didn’t like drugs, because saying that he didn’t like drugs was the morally and ethically acceptable position. Adam should have expected this—it fit into the dance that they had created for themselves around topics like this one. The dance went something like this: If Adam did not do the drugs, Richie would become defensive and would accuse Adam of acting superior and judgmental. He would call Adam boring, and to make himself feel better would end up doing double the amount of cocaine that he originally intended to do, as if the answer to both of their problems was (always) to get mind-blowingly high. Adam would then feel guilty, particularly the next day when he was watching Richie wallow around with a hangover, and he would start to wonder if Richie was right—if he was, in fact, boring, and if it would have been easier for everyone if he had done the drugs.

But in this case, Adam was pretty sure of his reasoning. He wasn’t trying to be morally superior, or boring, or any of the other things Richie typically accused him of being. Instead, he was trying to be pragmatic. Last night at the rehearsal dinner, Richie had gotten a little too messed up and had made a scene. Adam could identify the exact moment when things started to turn—he had become adept at that. What happened (what always happened) was that Richie became very talkative, even more talkative than usual, and then abruptly went dark. (This was what Richie called it—“going dark”—which always made everyone, with the exception of Adam, laugh.) Once darkness was achieved, Adam then watched as Richie floundered, trying to regain some state of mental symmetry or stability. Last night that quest had involved four more prickly pear margaritas, a cigarette, a trip to the bathroom with Mitch Reynolds, and a fully clothed dip in the hotel’s swimming pool. This morning, Richie didn’t remember any of it. He’d asked Adam why his shoes were wet, so Adam told him what had happened, recounting each event as if he were giving a traffic report on the local news.

“Wow,” Richie said when he finished. “The pool?”

“The pool.”

“Did I at least have good form when I dove in?”

“I’d say it was less of a dive, and more of a fall.”

Richie frowned, then winced at his headache.

He said, “Well, that’s too bad.”

So, Adam thought within the photo booth, there was that. There was also this: tomorrow they had a torturously early flight back to New York. He didn’t want to stand outside an airport Margaritaville in Cancún, feeling his soul leach from his pores.

He did the drugs.

Richie said, “Just to get me through dinner, I promise. I’m running on fumes. Also, this is good stuff, there’s, like, zero hangover. I got it from Jackie Miami.” Richie wiped his nose and loaded up a second bump for himself. “Have I told you about Jackie Miami?”

He had. She was a drug dealer, and her name was Jackie Miami. Or at least, her name was Jackie. Richie had first been put in touch with her when he was searching for cocaine for a trip to South Beach. His normal dealer had gone AWOL, so a friend suggested he reach out to Jackie. Over drinks in Chelsea, the friend had given her number to Richie, who, while saving the contact in his phone, added the surname Miami so as to differentiate this Jackie from his cousin Jackie, who lived in Minnesota with her three children, and who—insofar as Richie knew—did not deal cocaine. The name stuck, and spread. As a businesswoman, Jackie was professional and efficient, and Richie, ever the believer in paying good fortune forward, was happy to help her grow her client base. He’d shared her contact information with his closest friends, who in turn shared it with their closest friends. Now, two years later, half the gay men in New York City were buying their drugs from Jackie Miami.

It was one of Richie’s favorite stories. Adam had heard it eight times.

“Have just a little more,” Richie said.

Adam had a little more.

Someone passed by the photo booth and the curtain swayed in the breeze. Sweat dripped down Adam’s cheeks—he heard a pair of women’s voices, ushering people toward dinner.

“Should we take some pictures?” he said.

Richie ran his hand through his hair. He’d slicked it down earlier, working a handful of expensive cream through it so that for the entire evening it would always appear a little bit wet.

“I don’t see why not,” he said.

“Great.” Adam reached forward and touched the screen. “But first—Richie?”

“Yeah?”

“You’ve got a little something on your nose.”

The camera above the screen flashed and for a second the world disappeared.

“Shit,” Richie said, “I wasn’t ready for that one.”

“What should we do for the next one?”

“Make a face.”

“What kind of face?”

“I don’t know. A funny one.”

Adam made a funny face.

Richie kissed him and said, “That’s cute.”

A second flash illuminated the booth, and a moment later a picture filled the screen. Adam’s tongue wagged from his mouth; Richie was blowing out his cheeks.

“That one’s good,” Adam said. “For the next one, let’s just smile.”

But Richie was already reaching over him to pull open the curtain. The flash went off again. On the screen was the blur of another body passing in front of Adam’s.

“I’ll meet you at the table,” Richie said. “Also, thanks for volunteering to sit next to Nina.”

“I didn’t.”

Two more flashes went off in quick succession. Richie jogged toward the dinner tables, little flicks of sand kicking up from his heels. The photo booth made a groaning sound, which quieted to a short, constant hum; a moment later a plastic slot spit out a strip of five pictures. Adam blew lightly on each of the tiny squares. Then he slipped it into the pocket of his jacket and followed Richie to their table.



Nina Guzman had finished her first year of business school at Northwestern and it was the only thing she seemed capable of talking about. It didn’t matter what Adam said—whatever it was, she redirected it to something related to Evanston (“so cute”), or a case study she’d read about Walmart (“illuminating”), or a group project she’d done where she had to come up with an integrated marketing plan for some new kind of Tibetan bottled water with her classmates (“my cohort”), or the clever name the school gave to the romantic partners of future MBAs (“joint-ventures”). He didn’t really care about any of it—if there was a way to negatively care about something, then this would probably be it.

The problem was the drugs, which were just now reaching their buzzy crescendo. He kept nodding involuntarily, and shaking his leg, and raising his eyebrows until they felt like they were on the crown of his head, all of which must have been giving Nina the impression that he was extremely interested in what she was saying, so she kept on going, stuffing her face with chicken enchiladas as she talked. Listening to her, Adam found himself imagining a future where the world ended, and this was how he died—a future where an asteroid came hurtling down from space, its rocky surface erupting into flames as it lit up the night with its apocalyptic glow. As he gazed up to marvel at it, he would still be listening to Nina Guzman talk about an orientation trip she took last summer.

“I didn’t even know where I was going,” she said. “They just told me to be at the airport at a certain time, and to bring my passport. They also gave me a packing list, but it was tricky—like, they told me to pack a ski parka and a bathing suit. It was a special program, and really only for people who have a genuine sense of adventure, which, I mean, you know me: I’ve got that in spades. Everyone else knew exactly where they were going, and all the destinations were these boring, super-cliché places like Patagonia and Australia.”

Adam heard himself ask: “So where did you end up?”

Nina took a monstrous bite of enchilada. Red sauce dribbled down her chin.

“Ibiza,” she said. “It was great. Oh my God, there was this game that we played when we were there. It’s so funny, I have to tell you about it.”

“Okay.”

“So, if someone said something that was even a teeny bit sexual, you had to be the first one to say that’s what she said. This guy Rohit started it when we were on the beach one day. He’s so funny, like, easily top five funniest people I’ve ever met. We’re super close.”

“He sounds like a real blast.”

“That’s what she said.”

Nina giggled. She slapped the table. Adam ran his tongue across his gums. He said, “Sorry, was that sexual?”

“That’s what she said!”

Now Nina was really laughing. Red blotches formed at the base of her neck. An old woman across the table dropped her fork to the sand. For a second after that she sat still, befuddled. Then she ate her enchilada with a spoon.

“Isn’t it funny?” Nina said, once she had caught her breath.

“Very.”

Richie stood up from the table. Nina scooted her chair closer to Adam.

“Where does he keep going?” she asked.

“Just to take a walk.”

Nina started giggling again.

“Maybe he’s got Montezuma’s revenge.”

“I don’t think that’s it.”

“Montezuma’s revenge is when you drink the water in Mexico and—”

“Let’s keep it clean, Nina.”

“THAT’S WHAT SHE SAID!”

Adam looked at his plate. He was not hungry, but he also knew that was probably an effect of the drugs, and that if he didn’t eat something now, he would later regret it. He scooped up some rice.

“So, how’s everything on your end?” Nina asked.

The question caught him off guard. “Sorry, what was that?”

“I asked how everything was on your end.”

“Oh, fine.”

“Are you, like, working at a law firm now?”

“I am working at a law firm now.”

“Oh my God, is it like Ally McBeal? Do the boys and the girls use the same bathroom?”

“They do not.”

“Oh.” Nina licked salt from the rim of her margarita. She said, “Well, that’s boring.”

Glancing across the table, he saw Richie. He had just returned to his seat after his second trip to the bathroom, and he was talking to the older woman, tapping on the table with two fingers and nodding his head to the music. His untouched salad wilted in the heat.

They’d gotten back together last September, after breaking up for the second time. They were both in Saratoga Springs for Satya Patel’s wedding and were staying five rooms away from each other on the same floor of the Hampton Inn. After the reception, while Adam was trying to focus on not falling over as he brushed his teeth, Richie came and knocked on his door. He had taken his coat off, along with his tie, and his shirt was unbuttoned at the collar.

“Yes?” Adam said. His toothbrush hung from the left side of his mouth, and Crest coated his lips.

Richie smiled loopily. He pushed the toothbrush from Adam’s mouth, stepped into the room, and closed the door. If there was a part of Adam that thought this was a bad call—a part that remembered how much Richie had already frustrated him and hurt him—he was either too drunk or too flattered by the very idea of Richie standing in his hotel room to listen to it. Instead he let Richie shove him onto the bed, and yank down his pants, and dig his fingers into his thighs. A few hours later, as sunlight was beginning to warm spots on the room’s carpet, Richie slid from the bed and started getting dressed, his movements slowed by a pre-hangover blurriness. Adam watched with one eye open from his pillow.

“Hey,” Richie said, fastening the last button on his shirt.

“Yeah?”

“So I guess I’ll see you at home?”

Adam nodded. Then he waited until Richie’s footsteps had faded before he called Mia.

She picked up on the fourth ring.

“It’s early,” she said. “Did you tell Satya I’m pissed I wasn’t invited?”

“I think Richie and I are back together again.”

There was a silence—not a very long one, but enough for Adam to notice.

Then Mia said, “You can lead a horse to water.”

“Who’s the horse here?”

“You are. I think.”

He understood what Mia meant. Whenever they were together, it seemed that half of Adam’s time was dedicated to cleaning up one or more of Richie’s messes. He had become extraordinarily adept at begging pardon from bartenders, and policemen, and late-night-dollar-slice-pizza cashiers, and the entire staff of doormen and porters in their apartment building in Williamsburg, and the woman who owned the flower shop on the corner. These moments were—obviously—frustrating. They made Adam feel like he had done something wrong, which made him angrier at Richie, which in turn made him angrier at himself.

At the same time there was a side to Richie that Mia only rarely saw, a side that spontaneously cooked Adam homemade pizzas, and remembered the date that both his parents died, and sent Aunt Patty flowers on her birthday. It was this side that could make Adam laugh as though he had never laughed before, and that reminded him why he’d fallen in love with Richie Fournier the first time he saw him as an undergraduate in Philadelphia. When this side was around, Adam felt as though he was able to solve the problems that the other side posed—felt that, if he focused his attention hard enough, he would be able to devise the right argument and series of propositions to rein in the worst of Richie’s impulses. He would be able to say, “See, this is the part of you that I think is real, not the part that falls in swimming pools.” And Richie would hear him, and would respond with, “Wow, I hadn’t actually thought of it like that before,” and then things would get better for good.

“What happened to helping kids eat organic in Queens?” he asked Nina. “Isn’t that what you were doing before?”

“I was helping plant community gardens, and it was in the Bronx.”

“You didn’t want to do that anymore?”

“Not really.”

“What changed?”

Nina set down her fork. Her face settled into thoughtful contemplation.

“I think that I always told myself that I was more of a Miranda,” she said. “But there was this part of me that also knew there was a secret Samantha hiding somewhere inside of me, and I really wanted to let her out.”

“I see. That makes sense.”

“Also, I decided it sucked being poor.”

She picked up her fork again. Then, in a voice that startled Adam with its sadness, she said, “You know, I actually really miss Ally McBeal.”






7:00 PM Marco

“It’s funny,” Emily said, “it, like, refuses to stay down.”

She ran two fingers over Marco’s cowlick. A waiter stood behind them, a bottle of wine held in each hand. He asked Marco if he cared for any.

Marco said, “I’ll have some of the white, please.”

Leaning back, he watched as the waiter filled his glass, the back legs of his chair sinking deeper into the sand. Emily passed her hand through his hair a final time, then returned it to her lap. On the other side of the table, Mitch Reynolds said in a triumphant voice, “That, my friends, is why they call it ‘the Houdini,’ ” and the two men sitting on either side of him laughed.

“Well, you look handsome.” Emily took a sip of her wine. “Crazy hair and all.”

Marco patted her knee. He was wearing a gray linen suit, a white linen shirt, and a pair of stiff oxford lace-ups. Earlier in the hotel room, Emily had encouraged him to forget the suit and wear another shirt, a guayabera that she had ironed and hung from the bathroom’s doorknob while Marco showered. It was blue and embroidered with small pink flowers blooming on their vines, and when he saw it Marco said, “Yeah, I actually don’t think I’m going to wear that.”

Emily had been putting on mascara. Her hair was tied up and off her neck, though a few blond wisps hung down around her ears.

“Then why did you pack it?”

“Because I thought I was going to, but now I think it looks sort of insane.”

“Insane how?”

“I don’t know.” Marco wrapped a towel around his waist. A small puddle was forming at his feet. “Insane like I’m wearing a costume or something.”

Emily used the tip of her fingernail to remove something from the corner of her eye.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No, why?”

“You just seem tense.”

“I’m not tense at all.”

She wiped her finger with a tissue. “Okay, well, the invitation’s dress code said something about a hacienda.”

“So what?”

“So I think most people are going to be wearing shirts like that. Also, it looks nice on you. It matches your eyes.”

Marco picked up the shirt. It was light and airy, its sleeves fluttering as he raised it to get a better look. With his free hand he adjusted the towel wrapped around his waist. Emily leaned closer to the mirror. In fact the shirt did not match his eyes. In fact, as Marco reminded her as he lowered the shirt, “My eyes are hazel.”

Emily returned the cap to the bottle of mascara.

Smiling, she said, “I know what color your eyes are. I meant it brings out your eyes.”

Marco looked at the shirt again. He returned it to the bathroom doorknob. Along the bathroom sink Emily had arranged her makeup and small vials of lotion in short, purposeful rows. A washcloth, folded into a tidy square, sat directly next to the basin. For a few seconds Emily considered the makeup, tapping her fingernails against the bathroom tile. Then, with a sense of assured finality, she selected a lipstick.

Marco said, “I’m just going to wear my suit.”

“Babe, I think you’re going to be very hot in your suit.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Except of course he was not fine. The suit’s linen stuck to the backs of his thighs, and he could feel large patches of sweat on his chest; if he removed his jacket, his shirt would be translucent. There was also sand in his shoes—small piles of it that had accumulated after the cocktail hour, when he and Emily had walked hand in hand across the beach to their table, where they presently sat. Around them, other guests turned to each other, talking. Butter was slathered on dinner rolls; utensils scraped plates; on the other side of the dance floor, the lead guitarist from Saturday Night Live worked his way through a list of jazz standards. “I Love My Baby.” “The Look of Love.” “Love Is Here to Stay.” Mitch Reynolds landed another punchline, the entirety of which Marco couldn’t hear, and the men on either side of him laughed again. To Emily’s left, Satya Patel asked if anyone knew where Courtney and Geoff were going on their honeymoon. Someone said France, and someone else said Greece, at which point Satya set down her butter knife, shook her head, and said, “No, you’re wrong, it can’t be Greece, because Courtney hates feta cheese.” A salad materialized in front of Marco, a heap of spinach leaves topped with shredded carrots and mushrooms. At the center of the table: gravy boats filled with oily dressings.

Emily clapped her hands together once. She said, “Well, this looks delicious.”

People began eating; Marco looked at his salad and did nothing. Another drop of sweat worked its way down his spine, and then a second one traced the length of his sternum, passing between his ribs before pooling in his belly button. Sensing Emily glancing over at him, he smiled and reached for his fork. As he loaded it with spinach, he considered the possibility that the reason he was sweating was not because of the heat, or the humidity, or the fact that he had elected to wear a gray linen suit, but rather because Mia Hoffmann was sitting directly across from him.



From three and a half years ago: a memory. There were of course many of them—the way her breath smelled in the morning, the three Thanksgiving dinners he’d spent outside of Lansing, Michigan—but as he watched Mia use one of the gravy boats to dress her salad, this one appeared to Marco so fully formed, its edges so nauseatingly defined, that it caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand on end.

In it, they sat together at the small, square dining table in the studio apartment they shared in Greenpoint. Mia’s laptop was open in front of her. As Marco went to the refrigerator to get them beers, she toggled among a handful of tabs on Firefox, comparing Tripadvisor ratings and prices for hotels in Bogotá and Medellín. She switched between sites, bringing one leg to her chest so she could rest her chin on the peak of her knee. It was the second week of December—in the apartment upstairs, their neighbor played “Empire State of Mind” on repeat. Marco opened the beers and set them on the table.

“How many days do you want to spend in Bogotá?” Mia asked. “Like, how many do you think we need?”

“Three? And then another two in Medellín? I want to make sure we have time to get to the coast too.”

Mia clicked on one of the hotels.

“I’m really excited we’re finally doing this,” she said.

“Me too.”

“I found some cheap flights—I’m going to book them tomorrow.”

“Fantastic.”

She drank from her beer. “My mother’s convinced I’m going to get kidnapped by the FARC.”

“No one’s getting kidnapped by the FARC.”

“I know that. I’m just saying it’s nice that she’s worried.”

Mia squinted as she scrolled through a review, her lips moving silently as she read. Marco took a sip from his beer. Using two fingers, he pressed the screen of the laptop down a few inches.

Mia looked at him. “What are you doing?”

“I got some good news today.”

“Oh yeah? What?”

Their neighbor’s bass thumped against the ceiling. Reaching across the table, Marco clinked his beer against hers.

“I got a job.”

“Shut up. Are you being serious?”

“You are now the proud owner of an employed boyfriend.”

She cocked her head. “I can’t actually tell if you’re being serious right now.”

“Is it really that inconceivable that someone hired me?”

Mia leaned across the table and took his face in both her hands. She kissed him long and hard, the tips of her fingers sliding into his hair.

“Is it the Goldman thing?”

“No—that one didn’t pan out. It’s at the World Bank.”

“In Midtown?”

“Actually, in Washington, DC.”

Mia let go of him. The sides of her mouth tilted downward.

“You didn’t tell me you had applied for things out of New York,” she said.

“I didn’t think I was going to get it.”

“But now you have. You have gotten it.”

“Yes, I guess I have.”

She sat back down, her face taking on a confused expression—not shocked or angry, but confused, her head tilted slightly to one side. “Huh,” she said quietly, and then looked around the apartment. It had been listed at 425 square feet, which meant that it was really 400; their belongings were cramped in every corner; they shared one dresser, dividing all their clothing between three shallow drawers. They joked about it constantly, how they were living literally on top of each other, though now as Mia looked at their bed her face softened, as if she was seeing the apartment in a new, nostalgic light.

Marco took another sip of his beer—he felt guilty, traitorous, but what else was he supposed to have done? He had been unemployed for nearly two years after Lehman Brothers imploded. Once it was clear that he would not be getting another job at a bank, he had applied for positions at restaurants and bars and SAT prep services, all of which were now flooded with applicants exactly like him. On a Saturday at the beginning of 2009, he had gone to a new Trader Joe’s in Cobble Hill, where he stood in line with more than two hundred other people waiting to drop off their résumés. They all looked to be about his age, and wore the same dispirited expression he did, a hardening around the eyes and mouth that signaled to Marco that they had all reached the same conclusion—that the frictionless trajectory they’d been sold as children was a con; that from now on, they would live with suspicion and uncertainty.

“So you’re going to move to DC,” Mia said.

“I didn’t say that. I want to discuss it. That’s all.”

She drank from her beer again, and then for a long time was quiet. Finally she said: “I’m very proud of you. I want to lead with that. But this also puts me in a very difficult position—”

“I understand that.”

“—because if I’m not happy for you, then I’m an asshole. But at the same time, it’s taking a lot of effort to be happy for you.” She looked across the table at him. “I mean, what am I supposed to do, Marco?”

He reached over and held one of her hands.

“Well, I was thinking we could move down there together.”

Now Mia’s confusion hardened, her brow furrowing. With the hand he wasn’t holding she brought the beer bottle to her mouth and pressed the glass against her teeth.

“I can’t just do that. I have a job, you know.”

“You hate your job. You complain about the Daily News all the time.”

“Of course I complain about it. What else are you supposed to do with a job?”

“Okay, so we’ll find a job for you to complain about in Washington. There are newspapers there, you know.”

“What about all my friends?”

“We know plenty of people in DC.”

“Like who?”

“My cousin Gina, for one.”

“She’s not even your cousin.”

Upstairs “Empire State of Mind” started over again. Mia turned back to the bed. She ran a hand over her face.

“What did you tell them?” she asked. “The World Bank, I mean.”

“I haven’t told them anything yet. I wanted to talk to you first.”

“Marco, I love you. I love you a lot.”

“I know that. I love you too, a lot.”

Mia smiled wanly. “Okay, then,” she said, “let’s talk.”

“Great. Excellent. Let’s talk.”

They shifted in their seats, taking small, periodic sips from their beers. Once or twice Mia turned back to the dresser they shared, and Marco found himself wondering if she was thinking the same thing he was—if she was trying to imagine what the drawers would look like with only her clothes inside of them. But he never asked her. In fact, neither of them said anything for a very long time.



The band played “Signed, Sealed, Delivered (I’m Yours).” Marco finished what was left of his salad and looked to the other side of the dance floor, where Richie was sitting. On one side of him was an older woman, a thin, reedy-looking grandmother with tan skin and a shock of white hair, wearing a purple dress. She had one hand atop Richie’s wrist, and she was speaking directly at him, her lips a few inches from his ear. Richie was nodding and refilling a half-full glass of wine. Across the table, Adam was talking with Nina Guzman. Or, rather, Nina Guzman was talking to Adam. She had turned her chair ninety degrees to face him, and even from where he was sitting, Marco could see on his face a despairing, existential boredom.

A few minutes later a waiter removed Marco’s salad plate and replaced it with two beef enchiladas. A thick red sauce dripped from their edges, drowning mounds of beans and rice. He picked up his fork and glanced across the table again at Mia. Since sitting down she had engaged with him only once, when she acknowledged both him and Emily with a tight smile and a clipped “hello.” Throughout the salad course they had occasionally locked eyes, though each time it happened Mia seemed to expend a tremendous amount of effort to ignore him, her gaze shifting directly over his shoulder as if he didn’t exist. Now the same waiter set a plate of enchiladas in front of her, and after looking at it, she glanced up at him and said, in an overly apologetic voice that grated Marco’s ears, “Actually, I ordered the chicken.” The waiter frowned and consulted a small piece of paper, and a moment later swapped out the plate for another one. Once he had left, Mitch Reynolds leaned over to whisper something in Mia’s ear, and she laughed with what seemed to Marco to be an air of embarrassing performance, tossing her head back as she pressed her fingers against her chest.

“Oh my God, Mitch,” she said. “Stop.”

He whispered something else and Mia laughed harder, this time placing one hand on top of his. Another drop of sweat fell down Marco’s spine. Forcefully he cut off a piece of enchilada with the side of his fork, then set it down without eating it.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

Mitch looked at him, and so did Mia. Her smile remained perfectly intact.

“Sorry, what?” she said.

“I asked what was so funny. You’re laughing pretty hard.”

Emily adjusted her chair to ask Satya Patel about her own wedding. Mitch and Mia shared a glance.

“Nothing,” Mia said, still laughing. She stood up from the table, folded her napkin into a loose square, and set it next to her plate.

“Where are you going?” Marco asked.

Mitch and Mia looked at each other again, though this time Mitch raised one eyebrow. It was hardly perceptible, but Marco was certain that he saw it, and it caused Mia to laugh again.

“The bar,” she said. “To get something stronger to drink.”





7:30 PM Mia

“A Geoff and Tonic,” Mia told the bartender. “A double, please.”

She reached into her purse for her phone. It had been over two hours and Sasha still hadn’t responded to her dress picture. She texted her again.

Mia: you will not believe this but courtney sat me at marco’s table

Mia: emily is here too. her ears are bigger in person.

Mia: like huge

A light breeze blew hair across her cheeks, and when she reached up to adjust the straps of her dress, a sunburn smoldered her shoulders. Wincing, Mia touched a spot on her collarbone. Richie came to stand next to her. His shirt was unbuttoned to the bottom of his sternum, and when he breathed on her his breath was sweet, tinged with the scent of white wine. He ordered a bourbon on the rocks and ran the back of his hand across his nose. A strand of damp hair stuck to his forehead.

“Satya’s wedding was more fun,” he said. “They had that brick-oven pizza buffet, and that was just during cocktail hour.”

The bartender handed Mia her Geoff and Tonic.

She said, “I wasn’t invited to Satya’s.”

Richie frowned. “I could have sworn you were there.”

“Well, I wasn’t.”

“To be honest, beyond the pizza buffet, I don’t remember most of it.”

“Only that it was more fun than this one.”

“Yes. Exactly.” There was a maraschino cherry in his glass of bourbon. He ate it and dropped the stem to the sand. “How’s it going over at table twelve?”

“Aside from having to stare at my ex-boyfriend and his new girlfriend while I listen to Mitch Reynolds name various sexual positions? Grand, Richie. It’s just grand.”

“Sitting you and Marco together—just a terrific move on Courtney’s part. Hats off to her.”

The emcee announced the mother-son dance. Mia watched as people rotated their chairs to face the dance floor, where Geoff and a small woman in a gold dress spun in slow, halting circles.

Richie chewed on a piece of ice. He said, “Emily’s very pretty, in a Jane Austen sort of way.”

“Fuck off, Richie.”

“You didn’t let me finish.”

“Then finish.”

Mia turned to him; Richie chewed another piece of ice.

He said, “I was going to say: ‘I always hated Jane Austen.’ ”

Across the dance floor, Mia watched Marco kiss Emily. They pressed their foreheads together, and then began to laugh. Richie looked at her—she could feel him. A moment later he put his arm around Mia’s shoulders. She flinched from the pressure on her sunburn, but then tucked herself against the warmth of his neck. She thought of how there was a different version of this night, floating among the infinite possibilities that existed between if and then. If, for example, Sasha had scheduled her honeymoon for a different week, then Mia wouldn’t have been sending her a flurry of unanswered texts. If she had spent a little more time looking for a dress, then she might have found something that was a little more flattering. If she hadn’t broken up with Marco, then she would be the one sitting with him at the table, fussing over his cowlick in between sips of lukewarm chardonnay.

But of course, none of that had happened. What had happened was that Sasha had deliberately planned her honeymoon to coincide with Courtney Paulson’s wedding. What had happened was that Mia had lost her patience in the resort-wear section of Bloomingdale’s. What had happened was that three and a half years ago she didn’t book the cheap plane tickets to Bogotá or Medellín, nor did they ever decide how many days to spend on the coast. What had happened was that Mia told Marco that she wasn’t going to move to Washington, and she didn’t have any intention of stopping him either. What had happened was that Mia got scared.

“Or, I don’t know, maybe scared is the wrong word,” Sasha had said to her, back when she was in the thick of it. “Maybe what I’m trying to say is that you’re being too absolutist.”

“What does that mean, absolutist?”

“I mean, he’s a great guy, Mia. And you clearly love each other.”

“I know that.”

“And it’s just Washington, DC. It’s not like he’s asking you to move to Dubai.”

“Would you move to Washington, DC?”

Sasha stopped to look at her. They were walking down West Twenty-Eighth Street.

“Me?” she said. “No. No, I wouldn’t. It’s a weird place, like there aren’t enough Italians, or something. But I think you could do well there. I’ve always said you’re very political.”

“I’ve never heard you say that.”

“My point is that I think you’re looking at this as an all-or-nothing decision, when it’s actually a little more complicated than that. That’s what I mean by absolutist.”

In fact, Sasha had gotten it right the first time: Mia was not an absolutist, Mia was scared.

The day before, she had gone to get her hair cut, and as a sort of experiment had told the stylist that she was moving to Washington because of her boyfriend’s new job. The stylist raised an eyebrow—she glanced down at Mia’s hand. “You’d better get a ring on that finger, then,” she said, before spinning Mia around to face the mirror.

An hour later she’d left the salon and walked and walked without knowing where she was going. She didn’t feel old enough to be making this kind of decision—to be upending her life, and tying herself to one specific future. What would happen if it didn’t work out? She would be left alone in a new city where she knew no one, forced to begin all over again while everyone else carried on without her. Of course, there was always the chance that everything would be fine—that if she were to leave New York with Marco, in a few years she would look back on this decision as one of the clearest and easiest of her life. But how was she ever supposed be sure of something like that? How was she supposed to put more trust in some distant hypothetical versus what was right in front of her?

On the dance floor, Geoff and his mother held each other at arm’s length and the music stopped; people clapped, and soon Mia heard the sound of utensils tapping against plates, the indecipherable mesh of a hundred different conversations. A few minutes ago the sun had set. Now the water was a silvery purple, and across the bay lights shone on the beaches of Cancún. Stars dotted the sky. As Mia touched the burned spot on her shoulder again, she heard the speakers near the dance floor crackle.

“Here we go,” Richie said, “showtime.”

Turning toward the stage, Mia saw Alison Liu standing up to give her maid-of-honor speech. With one hand she was balancing on a single crutch, and with the other she held a cordless microphone. Her toes stuck out from the end of her cast—pink, painted, exposed.

“What’d she do to herself?” Richie whispered.

“She broke her ankle training for a marathon. She stepped off a curb somewhere on the West Side, her foot twisted, and down she went.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m not. I ran into Courtney in McCarren Park and she told me all about it.”

She explained to Richie how, back at the end of May, she had been walking her dog, Baxter, when she saw Courtney doing calisthenics with a personal trainer wearing a tight black T-shirt. Burpees, jumping jacks, high knees, walking lunges—at the distance from which Mia first spotted her, she appeared both miserable and vividly, terrifyingly alive. Her engagement ring glinted in the sunlight. When she saw Mia and Baxter, she’d held up one finger, finished three more burpees, then took a sip from a water bottle and began speaking.

“I guess Alison joined one of those running groups,” Mia told Richie. “The kind where you train for a marathon, and also fundraise for cleft palates or something.”

“That’s ridiculous. Doesn’t she know there are, like, a million other ways to meet a guy?”

“That’s exactly what Courtney told her.”

The speakers crackled again. Alison blushed, shifting her weight to her crutch. Then she began speaking, her voice a little wobbly as she told story after story about her friendship with Courtney. The time they met, in a seminar on Gender and Sexuality in Ancient Greece. The time they went on a cruise to Belize. The time they dressed up as Serena and Venus Williams for Halloween. The time Alison met Geoff, at an all-you-can-drink brunch in Midtown, and Courtney got so drunk she puked on a stranger’s poodle. The time Courtney asked Alison to be her maid of honor and both of them cried. The time Courtney came to the ER with flowers when Alison broke her ankle. The time Courtney got mad that Alison picked red for the color of her cast because it would clash with her bridesmaid dress.

It was not a good speech. The stories didn’t form a larger, coherent narrative, and often Alison paused, expecting to receive a laugh from the audience that never came. When she got to the all-you-can-drink brunch in Midtown, someone dropped and broke a glass. Occasionally Mia looked over to Courtney, who was sitting at a small two-top directly in front of the dance floor. She was smiling, though her neck was strained, and she was wrapping a napkin tighter and tighter around her knuckles. Mia felt bad for Alison. She thought of her own speech for Sasha, and the trouble she’d had writing it. The pressure to be funny and earnest and original, when really she was confused and filled with a strange new kind of grief. The challenge of distilling a friendship to three and a half minutes, while also pretending that something wasn’t being lost.

By the end of the speech, Alison had started to cry. Her voice halting, she said, “So, everyone raise your glass,” and Mia turned away. At that moment Richie released her shoulders. He finished what was left of his bourbon, then set the empty glass on the bar.

“Godspeed at table twelve,” he said. “And for what it’s worth, I think Marco’s balding.”

For the next minute she watched him walk through the crowd, the heels of his loafers sinking unevenly into the sand. When he reached his table, he slid into his seat and immediately began a conversation with an older woman sitting next to him. Another breeze blew across the ocean and through the palm fronds. Mia’s Geoff and Tonic sat sweating on the bar. Since ordering it she hadn’t touched it, had almost forgotten about it, actually, though now she picked it up and glanced at her phone. There were no new notifications—Sasha still hadn’t responded. Mia opened up the texts she had sent earlier. She took a sip from her drink and began typing again.

Mia: sorry I know you’re probably fucking or snorkeling but also Marco’s going bald I think

Mia: you have to look from the right angle

Mia: and in the right light

Mia: but I swear he is

Mia: also Alison Liu fucking bombed her speech

Mia: was I that bad?

A moment later she saw three flashing dots on her phone’s screen, indicating that Sasha was typing, but then the three dots stopped and disappeared.

Mia took a larger drink, nearly finishing what was in the glass in a single swallow. She stared at the phone for a few seconds longer, then slid it back into her purse.





8:00 PM Marco

On his plate: the remnants of a half-eaten enchilada, a smear of salsa verde, a rice pilaf dotted with kernels of yellow corn. The band began playing “Love on Top,” and Marco saw Mia returning to her seat. After shaking out her napkin she placed it on her lap and began taking small bites of her dinner without looking at him. The seats on either side of her were empty—while she was at the bar, Mitch Reynolds and his two friends had left the table and were now standing with a larger group of people smoking cigarettes on the steps that led up to the hotel’s pool. Others had left too, their napkins crumpled on top of their plates, their empty wineglasses stained with faint rings of lipstick. When he looked around the table now, Marco counted only five people: Emily and himself, Mia, Satya Patel, and one of Courtney Paulson’s cousins, a girl of about twenty-two who had spent the entirety of dinner typing on her phone, her thumbs working with a ferocious determination. But as he took a final bite of his enchilada, she stood up too, angrily pushing her chair away from the table as she whispered, “What a dick bag” to no one in particular. She walked to another table, people she evidently knew better, and plopped herself down in an empty seat.

“So, Marco,” Satya said, “tell me everything.”

He wiped his lips with his napkin.

“Pardon?”

“Just, like, what you’ve been up to. Where are you living, where are you working, who are you hanging out with. Blah, blah, blah. Catch me up.”

“Right.” He lowered the napkin. Across from him, a waiter reached past Mia’s shoulder to place an open bottle of red wine on the table. Mia leaned to her left. She smiled politely at the waiter, then began inspecting her rice pilaf. “I’m in DC now.”

Satya crossed her legs. “I think I knew that.”

“I do economic policy at the White House.”

She nodded. “You know what, I think I knew that too. I saw a picture you posted with Barack Obama.”

“It was at—”

“Some Christmas party.”

“The White House Christmas party.”

Satya finished what was left in her wineglass and refilled it from a bottle of white.

“Sorry,” she said. “These conversations are so dumb. It’s like, we all know what everyone else is doing, Mark Zuckerberg has made sure of that, but we still sit here and act like we don’t.”

He looked across at Mia. He was beginning to sweat again.

He said, “I guess we’ll need to find something else to talk about.”

Satya said nothing, and for a little while they were both quiet. Then Emily commented on how the temperature had become much more pleasant since the sun had set, and they all agreed that it was true, that it had in fact become much more pleasant, which they talked about for roughly two minutes before they fell quiet again. Every so often Mia glanced up from her meal.

Finally Marco asked, “Why didn’t your husband make it?”

Satya brushed her hair off her neck. “Andrew? His aunt died. He had to go to the funeral.”

“Oh God. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. She was old. Like eighty or something.”

Swirling her wineglass, Satya began talking about someone they’d both gone to college with, a girl named Lauren Boylan of whom Marco had only the vaguest memories. “You know her,” Satya said, “I promise you do. She got hit by a taxi sophomore year and got addicted to painkillers.” Marco pretended to listen; Emily drifted further and further from the conversation, until eventually she stood up and moved two seats closer to Mia. At first Mia looked at her with a bit of alarm, and then glanced at Marco, who was focused on Emily. Emily twirled one of her earrings. While Satya struggled to remember whether Lauren had gotten herself hooked on OxyContin or Vicodin, Marco heard Emily say: “I don’t think we got a chance to talk last night. I’m Emily.”

Mia set down her fork. She drank from a glass of water and said, “Oh, right. I’m Mia.”

“It’s really nice to finally meet you.”

Mia took Emily’s outstretched hand. Satya said, “I think it was Vicodin—but, like, a lot of it.” For the first time since dinner started, Mia and Marco looked directly at each other.

“Marco mentioned you’re a journalist at the Daily News?” Emily said. “My dad loves the Daily News. I grew up in New Jersey, and I think reading it made him feel like he was still a New Yorker or something.”

Mia laughed coldly. “I’m actually starting a new job at the Times next month,” she said.

“Wow—that’s amazing. Congratulations.” Emily leaned forward. “What are you going to be covering?”

“Climate stuff. The world going up in flames and all that.” Mia took another sip of water. She appeared to be thinking for a moment. When she spoke again, the edge in her voice had softened. “You’re in DC, right? Do you do something in politics?”

Emily laughed. She reached down with one hand to adjust the strap on her shoe.

“Nothing that exciting. I’m just in med scho—”

“She’s a surgeon,” Marco heard himself say loudly.

They both turned to look at him. Satya stopped describing how Lauren Boylan scored her drugs, a slightly startled expression on her face. On the dance floor “Love on Top” reached its climax, and bodies jostled around in a loose mass—shirtsleeves rolled to their elbows, shoes dangling from outstretched hands. Waves climbed up the shoreline, leaving patches of slick black sand as they retreated into the sea.

Marco licked his lips. “I was only saying—you’re not just in med school. You’re a surgery resident.”

“Yes.” Emily gave him a strange look. “That’s true.”

“Any particular kind of surgery?” Mia asked.

Emily turned back to face her, leaving Marco to stare at the backs of her ears.

“Colorectal. I’m in my second year of a surgery fellowship at Georgetown Medical Center.”

“Good for you.”

“It’s all right. Only bad part is I work with so many assholes.”

Mia laughed, caught herself, stopped. A few seconds later, she laughed again.

“That’s a good one,” she said.

Emily swirled her wine. “I’ll be here all night.”

They continued their conversation. Emily asked Mia a question, and Mia responded with one of her own. Emily talked about an operation she’d performed last week, where she removed a foot of a woman’s anterior colon; Mia described a story she’d written at the Daily News about warming temperatures making it easier for rats in New York City to breed. “It’s a real problem,” she said. “They basically can just fuck all year round now.” A minute later Mitch Reynolds returned with his friends, smelling like cigarette smoke and speaking much louder than before; Emily moved her chair closer to Mia so they could hear each other, and among the competing sounds and Mitch’s bellowing Marco lost track of their conversation, was left to ascertain what they were discussing via slight hand gestures and the shifting of lips. Increasingly he became concerned that they were trading secrets about him, comparing notes. It was an unfounded worry: he wasn’t the sort of person who had many secrets, but at the same time he convinced himself they would discover one, would somehow unearth a piece of information that would cause both of them to see him in a darker, guiltier light.

He poured himself more wine.

“Lauren’s part of some multilevel marketing scheme now,” Satya said. “I was on her Facebook page the other day, and it’s bleak. Any big trips planned?”

Mia rested her chin against her palm. She smiled and laughed at something Emily said.

“Sorry?”

Satya rolled her eyes. “Like, for summer. Are you going anywhere.”

“We just got back from Colombia. Emily had never been.”

Mia looked at him. Marco hadn’t intended for her to hear, but she had, and now her lips were pressed together into a thin line. Marco turned away.

Satya removed her phone from her purse. She held it up to look at her face, tilting it to the left and right. “Cool, cool. We’re off to Croatia in July. When did we last see each other, by the way?”

“I think it was—”

“Alison’s birthday, like, three years ago. That’s when it was. I actually remember this super clearly. That night was a fucking disaster.”

Mitch Reynolds slammed his palm against the table and laughed; Emily began showing Mia pictures on her phone, swiping her finger across the screen. Marco realized that Satya was right—the last time he had seen her, the last time he had seen so many of them, was three years ago, at Alison Liu’s birthday. It was May; he had come up from Washington for his cousin’s graduation, which had coincided with Alison’s party at a bar in the West Village. The weather had been terrible—an unrelenting spring downpour—and when he stepped out onto the street at the end of the night, he realized after walking half a block that he had forgotten his umbrella inside. He’d doubled back, using his jacket to cover his head, and found the umbrella where he had left it, in a small pool of water beneath a banquette. He was about to leave again when he saw Mia, sitting by herself at the end of the bar.

“Rachel Steinbaum and I got into this massive fight,” Satya said. “Like, the absolute biggest of our friendship, way bigger than when she made out with Andrew on my twenty-fifth.”

She—Mia—had been at the party the whole time, though they had done an admirable job of avoiding each other, deliberately moving to different corners of the bar, orbiting the room at the same velocity so as to avoid any unnecessary collisions. But seeing her alone, he’d decided that he had been acting cowardly—that even though she had chosen New York over him, had in other words broken his heart, it was childish to not at least say hello. Looping his umbrella around his wrist he went over to her. “Hi,” he said, and she looked up and smiled.

Darkening her phone, Satya shoved it back into her purse. “You wouldn’t believe this fight if I told you about it,” she said. “Rachel’s actually super lucky that I still even speak to her.”

Marco drank from his water; he watched Mitch Reynolds signal to the waiter for another bottle of red wine, then looked at Emily and Mia. They were closer now, their knees nearly touching, Emily nodding gravely at something Mia was saying. He remembered how, after saying hello to her at Alison’s party, they’d ended up staying for another hour—the two of them sitting at the bar while everyone else filed out into the rain. At first the interaction was stilted, but after one whiskey, and then a second one, things became looser, both of them pushing the boundaries of the conversation an inch further until Mia’s fingertips were grazing Marco’s shoulder each time she laughed. His jacket was dry by then—it was after one o’clock in the morning—and when she asked him if he wanted a third whiskey, he forgot entirely about his cousin’s graduation and said, sure, what the hell, why not. Mia had stood up on the rung of her stool, then leaned on the bar and held up two fingers. When the bartender put the glasses in front of them, she sat back down.

“So…” she began.

Marco set his elbow on the bar and blinked. He was drunk.

“So what?”

Mia squared her shoulders to him, rotating herself on the stool. She said, “So have you ever thought we should give it another shot?”

“If I take a shot right now I’ll puke.”

She laughed nervously. “That’s not what I meant.” Her cheeks turned red and she looked over her shoulder.

“Ah.” Marco laughed too. He began to understand what she was saying. “Ah.”

Her hand rested on his knee.

“I think I fucked up, Marco. I think I really fucked up. I mean, it’s just DC.”

They both drank from their glasses. Rain lashed against the bar’s windows. The red from Mia’s cheeks spread down to her neck as she chewed on a sliver of ice. Marco realized that it was his turn to say something, though for a long time he didn’t. He felt warm and light, filled with the satisfaction of having been right. He took another sip from his drink—he was dizzy, and realized that his heart was beating faster, and that he didn’t exactly know what to do next.

“Wow,” he said. “Yeah, I don’t know,” and then watched as Mia shrank into herself, her shoulders curving inward, her hand reaching up to touch her face. She began speaking quickly, backpedaling with an incoherent explanation of how whiskey always made her say the strangest things. “Have you ever noticed that?” she asked, and he told her, “No, to be honest, not really.” Mia laughed far too loudly, saying, “Huh” over and over again as she folded a paper napkin into tight squares.

The rain lightened up; Marco felt his satisfaction fade to a numb, hazy confusion. Over the next five minutes Mia finished what was left of her drink, then told him she had to get going. The bartender brought their bill, though when Mia reached for her credit card Marco stopped her and said that he would pay for it. She fidgeted while he uncapped the pen, and as he signed his name at the bottom of the receipt. On the street outside, she’d hugged him quickly and with a single arm, then walked north to the L train. Drizzle dampened Marco’s hair. He opened his umbrella, turned toward Seventh Avenue, and called Emily, whom he had been seeing for two months. The phone rang and rang as cars passed him, their wheels throwing off waves of gray-brown water. Eventually the call rolled over to her voicemail and Marco stopped walking, pressing the phone against his ear so he could hear Emily on the outgoing message. She was clear, crisp, light: I’ll get back to you just as soon as I can. He’d hung up without saying anything, and realized that his hands had been trembling, though now they were not. Hearing her voice had the dual effect of erasing doubt and absolving guilt. He was able to convince himself that he had done nothing wrong, even if nothing felt right.

Satya said, “Speaking of Rachel, have you seen her? She’s been gone forever. She didn’t even eat her enchiladas.”

Marco pointed up toward the steps leading from the beach to the pool. “I saw her walk that way after they served dinner.”

“I need to put a leash on her at these things—I’m serious, just a short, tight leash.” Satya stood up. She said, “I’m going to find her. I’ll be right back.”

Hiking her dress up an inch, Satya walked directly through the middle of the dance floor and across the sand to the stairs. On the other side of the table, Mitch Reynolds laughed, draping his arm over the back of his chair. The seats surrounding Marco were empty: there was no one else to talk to.

“So, Mitch,” he called out. “How is everything?”

Mitch glanced away from the two men and toward Marco, his smile flattening.

He said, “What was that?”

“I said, how is everything? You’re at Goldman Sachs now, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“Very cool.”

The man to Mitch’s left dipped a chip into some salsa. Marco waited for Mitch to ask him about his own life, and when he didn’t he said, “I’m at the White House. I moved over from the World Bank.” Mitch continued staring. “I work for the president.”

“Uh-huh.”

“As in, of the United States.”

“Great.”

Marco looked out at the water. “Where are you living these days?” he asked.

“What?”

“I said—”

The man to Mitch’s right said something about the Malaysia Airlines flight that had disappeared, and Mitch turned away from Marco to offer a theory involving a freak tornado and Russian spies. A waiter set a fresh bottle of red wine on the table. Marco began scrolling through emails on his phone, not reading them, not even opening them, simply scrolling through them as if to confirm his existence. He had rewound himself all the way back to February when he heard a dull thud, and then the sound of Mia gasping. When he looked up, he saw that the bottle of red wine had toppled over, its contents now pooling in Mia’s lap.

“Yikes,” Mitch said. “My bad.”

Mia leaped up from her seat. “Shit,” she said.

Her dress, which seconds before had been light green, was now splattered with purple splotches. Grabbing a napkin, she frantically blotted at the stains. Then she hurled the napkin to the ground.

“Goddamn it,” she said, and walked off in the direction of the bar.

Emily’s purse hung from the back of her chair, and Marco watched as she began digging through it.

“Where are you going?” Marco asked.

“To help her.” Emily stood up. “I’ll be right back.”






8:25 PM Mia

Mia: sasha mitch spilled an entire bottle of red wine on me.

Mia: RED WINE

Mia: now I look like gumby if gumby had a botched abortion

Mia dunked a napkin into a glass of club soda and used it to rub at the red spots on her dress. It wasn’t doing any good—there was too much wine. What she had now were eight different wet spots at the center of which were dark blobs and patches of visible skin. Yet she found a weird, paradoxical pleasure in ruining something that was already destroyed, so she kept at it, dumping the napkin back into the glass, then scrubbing harder and harder.

As she worked, she thought of all the times she had sensed him looking at her tonight, all the moments she’d caught his glance out of the corner of her eye. She had wanted to tell him to stop, to leave her alone. At the table she’d done her best to be civil. She’d set her napkin on her lap and endured the torturous, self-aggrandizing small talk of Mitch Reynolds, and when Marco and Emily sat down, she’d nodded politely and said hello. She let everyone else eat from the guacamole before she did, and after finishing her first glass of wine, she didn’t immediately signal to the waiter for a second one. But whenever Marco looked at her she felt a hot, suffocating embarrassment. She thought about the night of Alison Liu’s birthday, where she had gotten too drunk, too hopeful that her mistakes could so easily be corrected with a single late-night confession. The sides of her face burned and she scrubbed harder. She wanted to disappear.

Two days after Alison’s party, Marco had called her—she remembered how she was walking home from the subway when she saw his name on her screen. She thought about answering it, but then the call rolled over to voicemail and she immediately deleted his number from her phone, along with the message he had left her. She wanted to pretend that night had never happened—she convinced herself that, if she obliterated all signs of it, she could. She listened to songs about being strong and independent, and she stopped smoking so many cigarettes, and she spent time with people she loved, and she bought self-help books with images of inspiring mountains on their covers. She was an infrequent user of social media, but now she began posting pictures of herself having fun, and paired them with thoughtful, cryptic captions. A shot of her on the Brooklyn Bridge, and under it a lyric from the Cranberries. A picture of her smiling in Sheep Meadow, with a line from Rilke.

None of it worked—instead she felt as if she was going through the breakup a second time, though in this case it was Marco who was breaking up with her. She saw that her choice hadn’t been deliberate and well-thought-out, but rather a failure of imagination—she had been so focused on keeping her life exactly as it was, without realizing that so much of that life was Marco. To that end, she hadn’t really made a choice at all so much as she had stood back and allowed inertia to handle things for her. She stopped buying herself luxury bath bombs and listening to Taylor Swift—she began to think that buying luxury bath bombs and listening to Taylor Swift were signs that you were a sucker who was depressed.

“You’re not a sucker,” Adam had said when she explained what had happened at Alison’s party. “Things didn’t work out. Sometimes that happens.”

“I made a fool out of myself. I don’t know why I thought he’d just take me back.”

When he heard this, Adam looked at Mia.

“Are you more upset because you made a fool out of yourself, or because you’re still in love with him?”

Mia didn’t answer the question.

Now, standing at the bar, she kept rubbing at the wine stains on her dress as more and more guests drifted toward the dance floor. Sweat dampened her brow, and she dried it with the back of her wrist. She didn’t want to think about him anymore—she wanted to completely excise him from her consciousness—but how was she supposed to do that when he was sitting directly across from her? How was she supposed to not think about him every time she went to a wedding alone? The issue wasn’t that she wanted to get married so much as she worried that she had missed a chance at something that would never present itself again. She dipped her napkin back into the glass and thought of Adam’s question: Are you more upset because you made a fool out of yourself, or because you’re still in love with him? Well, Adam, the answer was both—objectively she had made a fool out of herself, but she was also terribly, infuriatingly, obviously still in love with Marco. How else was she meant to explain how much she hated him?

“Mia?”

Looking up, she saw Emily. Her hair was lit in soft, angelic light. A Tide pen was clutched in her right hand.

“I thought this might help.”

Mia stood up straight. She brushed her hair from her face.

“I think we might be past that point.”

But Emily didn’t listen to her. She uncapped the pen and began working on one of the stains, a blob on Mia’s left rib cage that was roughly the size of a sand dollar. Her eyes narrowed and her focus intensified: knowing what she knew, it was impossible for Mia not to imagine her holding a scalpel, excising a section of her intestines. The speakers’ bass thumped beneath her feet. The band had shifted to something stronger, and the dance floor was crowded. When Mia looked over, she saw Courtney at the center of it, her toned, calisthenic-ed arms rising into the night.

“I think you might be right,” Emily said.

“Thanks for your help anyway.”

Mia straightened out her dress. She turned to leave, but Emily stopped her.

“I’m sorry he’s acting like such an idiot—”

“I’ve seen him act like an idiot before.”

“—I think he’s just nervous.”

An older man slid between them, trying to get to the bar. Mia took a step back. She didn’t know whether to hate Emily or to thank her, whether she wanted to hug her or punch her in the ribs.

“Would you like a drink?” she said.

Emily smiled. “A glass of white wine, please.”

Mia got them two glasses of pinot grigio, and then moved with Emily to the far end of the dance floor. At the center of a loose circle, Mitch Reynolds lifted one of the flower girls to his shoulders. Two bridesmaids clapped. The flower girl began to cry.

“To be honest, I was pretty terrified to meet you,” Emily said.

Mia shook her head. She said, “That’s silly,” and did little to hide how much the comment pleased her.

“He talks about you all the time.”

“Then you should tell him to stop.”

“I don’t mind. Or maybe I do, but I don’t have the time to be jealous.”

“Too many colons to excise?”

Emily sipped her wine. She held the glass with both hands, like a child.

“Yes,” she said. “Something like that.”

The flower girl was really crying now, her screams cutting through a cover of an old Robyn song as she banged her hands on top of Mitch’s head.

“This is my sixth one of these things this year,” Mia said.

“Six! I’ve only had three.”

“When you’re single you’re easier to invite. You’re a good plug to fill a hole at a table. You’re basically rhubarb.”

Emily laughed. “I think you’re a little more than rhubarb.”

Out in the bay, lights flickered from the bows of cargo ships, their reflections blurring on the water. Waves lapped against the shore.

“What do you think the big surprise is?” Mia asked.

“It’s fireworks. I heard someone talking about it earlier. They’re going to spell the names of the bride and groom in fireworks after the last dance.”

“How thrilling.”

Emily took off one of her sandals, burying her toes in the sand.

“Everything feels like such a competition. Can’t anyone just get married anymore? When did they all turn into halftime shows?”

Mia laughed, finishing her wine. “You want another one of those?”

“Sure, I guess.” Emily handed Mia the glass. “I told Marco that we’re capping our wedding at forty people, and even that I feel overwhelmed by. Five decisions, that’s what I told him. When it comes to planning, I want to make five decisions for the entire day, and that’s it.”

Mia looked down into the two empty glasses. Everything was hot and covered with a sticky film. Near the dance floor’s lights, gnats swarmed in large, shifting clouds. She could tell that Emily was staring at her, and she knew that now was the moment to smile. So that was what she did, though it took her a few moments too long: for a split second, she let Emily see how she felt.

“Shit,” Emily said quietly. “I’m sorry, I figured that he would have told you. The ring’s getting resized.”

Mia held her smile; Emily chewed on the corner of her thumb. She apologized again, and while she sounded sincere, Mia found herself wondering if it was all an act, every single second of it, and if Emily was practicing her bedside manner, pretending she was telling a patient that she’d found a tumor the size of a cantaloupe, and that she had six weeks to live.

In the end, it probably didn’t matter either way.






8:45 PM Richie

Richie ran his tongue along his teeth. Across the table Nina Guzman had Adam in a conversational death grip. He watched them until his eyes crossed and the two bodies became four.

“I’ve remembered it,” the old woman sitting next to him said, “his name is George.”

“He sounds like a great guy.”

Her hand was on top of Richie’s wrist, pinning him to the table, and her lips were half an inch from his ear. Since they’d sat down for dinner she had been doing this, leaning over to whisper half-thoughts and other assorted incoherencies like a drunk Miss Havisham. Most recently, she had gotten it in her head that Richie looked like an old lover of hers, some idiot who’d died in either the Korean War, or the Civil War, or the Trojan War. Evidently his name was George.

The woman’s grip tightened—she smelled like baby powder and cloves. Richie looked down and saw veins, jagged and purple beneath cellophane skin.

“He wasn’t. He was a snake.”

She emphasized snake, stressing the s as if she were a cobra herself. Richie felt a spray of saliva wetting the interior of his ear.

He blinked: Nina and Adam’s duplicates disappeared. He had been sitting down for approximately fifteen minutes, which for Richie Fournier was fourteen and a half minutes too long. In a single motion, he stood up and finished both their glasses of wine.

“Put a pin in that, babe,” he said. “We’ll talk about George in a minute.”

His destination was the bathroom. Miss Havisham and her serpentine lover had been a buzzkill: the edge of the coke was wearing off, which meant that in a few minutes the high he had been riding would come crashing to the ground. The energy in his veins would calcify and turn instead to a nagging sadness, the sort that always left him panicking and staring at the back of his hand for no reason. Who had time for that in a place as beautiful as Mexico? Disparities between setting and sobriety had never sat well with him, and he figured it was best to ward them off before their teeth could sink in. Of course, there was the promise that he had made to Adam this morning, and as Richie picked his way through the sand, he found himself thinking of it again. They’d been lying in bed, discussing Richie’s unexpected dip in the swimming pool, and Adam was lying on top of him. That had felt good—divine. He was atrociously hungover from the night before, and all he wanted was the heft of another body to work out the knottier bits of his misery.

“Maybe try to rein it in tonight,” Adam said, his lips pressed against Richie’s ear.

“Mm-hmm.”

“I’m serious. It’s not very fun for me when you get like that, you know.”

“I shall keep it reined in.”

“Do you promise?”

“No more late-night laps.”

Adam shifted on top of him. “Thanks.”

And he had meant it too—he intended to keep things neat and aboveboard this evening. If anything, that was exactly the reason he was taking his third excursion to the bathroom. Once again he had found himself slightly off-balance, and if he wanted to hold it all together, he figured the best course of action was to right all the cockeyed bits. Also: Adam was out of his mind if he thought Richie was going to stay sober at a wedding.

He paused at the bar, making a quick pit stop to order himself a pair of Geoff and Tonics; he had always thought it uncivilized to do drugs without a drink. There was a lime kissing each glass’s edge, and instead of squeezing them, he ate them, pulling the juice from the flesh with his teeth, then tossed the rinds to the ground. He passed Marco’s table, where thick-necked Mitch Reynolds was laughing with a couple other brutes, and continued trudging through the sand. Between a pair of tiki torches, he spotted Mia standing at a second bar, and he jogged a little to escape being seen.

At last, in the safety of the handicap stall, surrounded by a flickering orange light and the scent of the pool’s chlorine, he reached into his pocket for his bag and his hotel key. All he needed was two bumps—actually, on second thought, he could tell Miss Havisham’s story was very long, and it didn’t seem like she had any intention of dying soon, so maybe he would be better off with four or five; besides, he’d managed to smuggle drugs into a foreign country, and not to honor that accomplishment by doing them struck him as graceless and uncouth.

The first two bumps went up his right nostril, and the next two went up his left. A moment later, there was a familiar lightness right between his eyes, and the taste of gasoline dripping down his throat. The sadness faded; his veins became liquid. He looked up into the lights and smiled.

He left the bathroom and began to circumvent the pool, taking the long way back to the geriatric tedium of table seven. On the way, he passed a restaurant serving tacos and frozen palomas from a slushie machine. Feeling festive and inspired and sick of Geoff and Tonics, he ordered one, and drank it in two brain-numbing slurps, right there at the bar. Lights were brighter, sounds were clearer, thoughts came quicker. Frozen palomas! These were the moments that made life worth living. Onward, upward, forward: he signed the check for the drink, then continued working his way around the pool, its waters glowing a vivid, ersatz turquoise. He stumbled over a step, mentally blamed it for being in his way, and kept on going, weaving haphazardly among the empty chaise lounges and palm trees. At the foot of a path lined with rusty bicycles, he smelled cigarettes, and heard two voices cutting through the night. One belonged to Satya Patel, and the other to Rachel Steinbaum. Their backs were to him; each had a lit Parliament dangling from her hand. Satya lifted her left foot, then reached down to worry a spot beneath the heel strap of her sandal. Richie stopped.

“That dress cost fifteen thousand dollars,” Satya said.

Rachel tilted her head. “You’re kidding me. That thing?”

“I know. It’s a catastrophe. She looks like a mail-order bride. But Courtney told Nina Guzman, and Nina Guzman told me.” She exhaled. “I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”

“What idiot wears a dress with sleeves in this weather?”

“Totally unreal. But, I mean, are you surprised? Remember the shit she wore in college?”

“The striped vest with the bows.”

“And that was the best of it.” The tip of Satya’s cigarette glowed red. “If your father owns half of the Audi dealerships on Long Island, and you wear a wedding dress that looks like that, you should be thrown into a gulag.”

Richie smiled. Satya lifted her foot and scratched at her heel again.

Rachel said, “I bet Nina’s flipping out. I mean, she’s so obviously still in love with Courtney.”

“Oh, totally.” She set her foot down. “Isn’t it crazy that she ended up being an actual lesbian? I mean, sure, I made out with half my pledge class, but I didn’t become an actual lesbian. Who becomes an actual lesbian? That’s just crazy to me.”

“You made out with half your pledge class?”

“Sophomore year. Everyone was doing it.”

Richie smiled again. He was turning to leave when he heard Rachel say:

“Oh my God, did you see how wasted Richie Fournier was last night?”

“I was standing next to him when he slipped into the pool. Also, he spilled an entire margarita on my shoes.”

“It’s just not cute anymore, you know? Like, we’re thirty years old. This is a wedding—not some frat basement. He’s such a joke.”

“One hundred percent.”

“How does Adam Parker stand being with him?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s his hair.”

“It’s incredible hair.”

“He better hope he never loses it, because then all he’ll be left with is that personality.”

Satya crushed her cigarette beneath her sandal.

“Wait, on the subject of Adam Parker. Did you hear—”

But Richie didn’t stick around to listen to the rest of it. He went back to the bar for another frozen paloma, then returned to the fluorescent safety of the bathroom.



Ten minutes later he found himself back at table seven. There was a plate of enchiladas in front of him that he didn’t remember being there before. Three rolled-up tortillas with shreds of beef sticking out their ends, covered in green sauce and slick, plasticky cheese. He didn’t want the enchiladas. He wanted someone to take the enchiladas away. The enchiladas were making him sick.

“The thing you need to know about George,” the old woman began, and now Richie turned to her.

He said, “Look, I don’t give a shit about George, all right?”

The old woman picked up her spoon and used it to scoop up a bite of refried beans. With her hand shaking, she brought it to her mouth.

Before she ate it she said: “George was a prick too.”

The emcee announced the band was going to slow things down. His voice sounded like he was doing an impression of an emcee announcing the band was going to slow things down. Courtney and Geoff moved to the middle of the dance floor. The song was “Mirrors” by Justin Timberlake. Everyone turned their chairs to get a better view. A photographer’s flash sent a shockwave through Richie’s brain, dislodging something crucial. He watched Courtney put her sleeved arms around Geoff’s shoulders. He poured white wine into a glass until a few drops dribbled over its edge. Taking a giant sip from it, he thought back to a time this past winter when he’d asked Adam what he saw in him. It was a Sunday afternoon, he remembered. The weekend had depleted his serotonin stores, and he was feeling raw and squishy, like he had lost a protective exoskeleton. They had recently moved in together; Richie had started his job with Abbott a few months earlier. Two large duffel bags were piled in the middle of the living room, the lumps within them appearing to Richie like parts of severed bodies. Richie and Adam were sitting on the couch, Richie’s head in Adam’s lap. Outside the window was a lifeless, monotonous gray. Monday loomed unforgivingly large on the horizon. Adam twirled Richie’s hair around his finger.

“What do you mean?” Adam asked.

“If you’re going to live here, I think it’s important that I know these things.”

“I see a lot in you.”

“Can you be more specific?”

Adam began listing things. Richie’s laugh, the way he could light up a room, how he always talked to waiters so Adam didn’t have to. There were other ones too, he thought, but Richie either couldn’t recall them, or didn’t hear them, because soon thereafter he fell asleep, and when he woke up an hour later, the sky was dark and Adam was in the shower. Now he clamped his eyes shut and felt a vein throbbing on his forehead: the cocaine was making every thought intolerably, blindingly clear. He drank more of the wine, finishing it in two monstrous swallows, spilling it down the front of his shirt. Why did he care so much? Why did he care about any of it? Why did he care if Satya Patel thought he was a joke, or if his stepfather thought he was a failure, or if Adam thought he was a child? He didn’t want to care—he wanted to be hardened, inured, though there was something inside of him, something violent and atomic and irrepressible, that prevented that. It was love, he thought—either that, or a need to be adored. He could never figure out which was which, and Jesus Christ, he needed another drink.

He poured himself more wine and drank it as fast as the first. Then, in a matter of seconds, he felt it: the alcohol hurtling him past the provisional lucidity provided by the cocaine, and into the kingdom of the shit-faced. Quickly he drank more, letting the wine wash tastelessly over his tongue. His muscles relaxed; he knocked a glass of water over, and let it stream to the sand. Nina glanced at him. A disapproving expression flashed across her face and she looked away. Richie wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He felt an overwhelming desire to break something.

“Hey, Nina,” he said.

She turned back and looked across the table at him. “Yeah?”

“Didn’t you used to have a thing with Courtney Paulson?”

Nina took her napkin off her lap and set it in front of her. Richie’s vision blurred. When it refocused, he saw a row of messy red stains.

“I mean, we were friends, yeah.”

“No, what I’m saying is, didn’t you have a thing.”

Adam was staring at him now—Richie could see it out of the corner of his eye. Justin Timberlake’s “Mirrors” was halfway over. He thought: What a fucking dumb song.

“I don’t really know what you’re talking about,” Nina said.

Adam mouthed: Stop.

“Because from what I remember, you and Courtney used to hook up in college, and when she left you for that basketball player you had this epic breakdown in Smoke’s. People talked about it for months.” His leg began bouncing. “People are still talking about it, actually.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“It must be really hard for you, knowing that you were, like, a phase for Courtney. I mean, she looks really in love right now.”

Nina’s eyes turned glassy.

Adam stood up, pushing his chair back. He said, “Nina, would you like to dance?” and then: “What the fuck is wrong with you, Richie?”

A bomb detonated in Richie’s heart.

The old woman shook her head.

“You know,” she said, “George would have done the same thing.”





10:00 PM Mia

She didn’t feel much like dancing. And from the looks of it, things were winding down. Alison Liu was at a table by herself, her cast propped up on a chair as she fanned herself with a stained white napkin; Nina Guzman sat at another empty table, her elbows resting on her knees. Talk was spreading that the after-party had started, and as she poured herself a glass of water, Mia watched Satya Patel and Rachel Steinbaum take off on two of the beach cruisers, their wheels wobbling as they pedaled into the night. She walked across the dance floor and onto the beach, where she found an empty lounge chair a few feet beyond the stretch of the lights. Waves lapped along the shore. Mia took off her shoes and set her toes in the wet sand. Sipping from her water, she looked out across the bay. She was wiping her eyes with her shoulder when her phone began to ring.

“How bald are we talking?” Sasha said.

“Balding. I think.”

“And her ears are big?”

“Very. And they stick straight out from her head.”

“Well, that’s something, at least.”

Mia tried laughing. It sounded strange and strangled.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you,” Sasha said. “We had quite a day.”

“How’s Hawaii?”

“How do you think it is? It’s Hawaii.”

Mia dug her toes deeper into the sand as she listened to Sasha talk. They were staying at the Mauna Lani, on a bed so soft that some mornings they canceled whatever they had planned for the day and stayed there until noon. That hadn’t happened yesterday, though, because yesterday they had woken up at four o’clock in the morning to take a van to the top of an active volcano, where they watched the sunrise, and then rode mountain bikes down to the base, where another van was waiting to take them back to the hotel. Sasha had brought four books and had already made it through three of them; she was worried what was going to happen when she made it through the fourth, because the only books Theo had brought with him were some tome on real estate finance he had to read for work and Outliers by Malcom Gladwell. There was a famous actor staying at the hotel—the guy who used to star in The X-Files, and whose name Sasha couldn’t remember—and every day he hung out in a cabana tucked away in the corner of the pool area. He wore a white shirt that he never took off and dark sunglasses, and around lunchtime he always ordered a plate of ahi sashimi and a hibiscus iced tea.

“David Duchovny,” Mia said. “His name is David Duchovny.”

“Yes! I don’t know why I couldn’t think of it.” Sasha laughed. She said, “See, this is why I wish you were here with me,” with enough sincerity that, for a moment, Mia believed her.

But then she slipped back into her story. She told Mia how when they went snorkeling they saw a manta ray and schools of blue fish and two different kinds of dolphins. They—the dolphins—got within ten feet of her, and as Sasha watched them gliding through the water, their sleek bodies all glittery in the sunlight, she’d thought, This might be the happiest moment of my life.

“Do you think that’s weird?” Sasha asked.

“That dolphins made you that happy?”

“I was happier than I was on my actual wedding day. Like, much happier. Have you ever seen a dolphin up close?”

“Not that I can recall.”

“They look like people. I mean, not really—they look like dolphins. But also, they look like people.” Sasha let that sink in. “It’s sort of hard to describe if you haven’t experienced it.”

How was a person supposed to respond to that?

“Well,” Mia said, “I’m glad you’re having such a good time.”

“How’s Courtney’s wedding?”

“Oh, you know. Just like all the rest of them. Last night she gave everyone sombreros to wear.”

“That feels racist.”

“I thought the same thing. Also, I think they were made out of single-use plastic.”

“Well, that’s even worse.”

The emcee announced the last dance, his voice tinny on the distant speakers.

Mia said, “Oh, by the way, Marco and Emily are engaged.”

Sasha didn’t immediately respond, and Mia appreciated the silence. She listened a little more to the waves. But then a few more seconds passed, and she looked at her phone to make sure the call was still connected.

“Sorry,” Sasha said, “I think you cut out there for a second. You said something about Marco?”

“Just that he and Emily are engaged.”

“Oh God. Mia.”

“Yes?”

“Nothing. I guess—well, how are you doing?”

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine? We broke up almost four years ago.”

“Right. And he lives in DC.”

“Exactly.”

“So, you win.”

“I win.”

For a while Sasha was quiet, though this time it was clear to Mia it was because she had nothing to add, not because the connection had mysteriously cut out somewhere over the Pacific. Mia wanted her to say something, anything. She wanted Sasha to read through her ridiculous performance and to say that she would fly home immediately because Mia needed her. But that wasn’t going to happen. Because Sasha was on her honeymoon with Theo Wingate, and Mia was sitting alone on a chair in Cancún. Richie and Adam were off somewhere in the darkness, and Alison Liu was fanning her cast, and Courtney Paulson was making a list of every single thing that had gone wrong today that tomorrow she would set her mind on forgetting.

Mia took a deep breath, which Sasha misinterpreted as impatience.

She said, “I think that’s the right attitude.”

“I should probably get back to this wedding.”

“Right. Of course. How about we get dinner when I’m back?”

“I’d love that.”

“Does the twenty-third work?”

“It should.”

“Great—oh no. Shit. Sorry. I forgot that we’ve got a new artist coming into the gallery that night, and Barbara wants me to wine and dine her.”

“I’m free that entire week.”

“The rest of the week is bad for me. Ugh. We might need to push it to the beginning of July. That’s so obnoxious.”

“Do you want to just text me some dates that work for you?”

“Great. I’ll do that. Aloha!”

“I thought that meant hello.”

“It can also mean good-bye.”

Mia hung up as the last song was ending and dropped her phone in her lap. After the song had finished, the emcee instructed people to move to the beach, and to keep their eyes on the sky. From the chair Mia watched them, a group of scattered silhouettes spilling onto the sand with too much night swirling between them. One of the figures peeled away and began walking toward her. A minute later, she saw that it was Adam.

“I was looking for you,” he said.

“Well, here I am.”

His coat was off, bunched up in his left hand. He sat down next to her on the chaise. “What are you doing?”

“Watching the waves, I guess. Getting ready for the big surprise.”

“There’s a big surprise?”

“It’s fireworks.”

“Oh. Fireworks. I guess that’s big-ish.”

Adam took off his shoes.

“Why aren’t you at the after-party?” Mia asked. “I hear they have quesadillas.”

“I’m tired of Mexican food. And I don’t think I’m in any state to ride a bike.” He leaned against her, setting his head into the pocket between her neck and shoulder. “I think you were right about Richie,” he said.

He smelled like tequila and cigarettes. Mia ran her hands through his hair.

“What’s that mean?”

“It means that it’s over. It means I don’t think I can do it anymore and that I’m probably going to be sleeping on your couch.”

“My couch will be thrilled to have you.”

For a long time they were both quiet. Mia considered telling him about Marco and Emily, about how, before she came to the wedding, there was a part of her—absurd, it seemed now—that had imagined this might be an opportunity to reclaim something she had let slip away. She considered telling him about the feeling she had been having lately, a sense that she was swimming harder and harder against an increasingly hostile tide, and no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t seem to get any closer to the shore. She considered telling him how the shore seemed to be drifting farther and farther away.

Instead she said, “Sasha went snorkeling with dolphins. I just talked to her.”

“I’m trying to picture that.”

“She said it was the happiest she’s ever been.”

“That’s insane. Sasha has lived a very happy life. Her parents bought her a brand-new Jetta when she turned sixteen.”

“I thought the same thing.”

He shifted against her, pushing his body closer to hers.

“What happened between you and Richie?” she asked.

Adam sighed. His breath was warm against her skin.

“He was mean to Nina Guzman.”

“In all fairness, I’ve also been mean to Nina Guzman.”

“That’s not the only reason.” He sighed again. “I don’t know. Maybe I outgrew him.”

“Are you okay with that?”

“Honestly? No. Not really.”

Mia heard a crackling sound, followed by a high whistle and a series of short pops. When she looked up, she saw two names, glowing gold against the stars.

“Oh no,” Adam said.

“What?”

“They fucked it up. Look.”

Mia looked back at the names. Courtney was fine, but there was something wrong with Geoff, and it took her a few moments before she realized what Adam meant. Whoever designed the fireworks had spelled the name with a J.

“Courtney is going to murder the entire staff,” Adam said. “It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

At first Mia laughed, but soon her laughter fell away and she surprised herself by crying, crying so hard, and so ferociously, and without any inclination to stop herself. So that’s it, she thought, as Adam lifted his head to look up at her. Things would change little by little, until they didn’t recognize each other at all.





Amagansett Labor Day 2018


From: Adam Parker

Date: July 1, 2018, at 4:58:59 PM EST

To: Mia, sashaklee, Richie, Theo. Wingate, mbernardi

Subject: Richie’s 35th!

…to recap, we have the house from Friday at 3 PM to Monday at 11 AM so feel free to come out whenever but be there in time for dinner on Sat night! Let me know of any new dietary restrictions, aversions, preferences, etc. and remember to bring your swimsuit =)…








12:00 PM Mia

Mia looked into the bakery’s display case. On the other side of it, a man with enormous earlobes and a white apron watched her with his arms folded. Peter Gabriel’s “Solsbury Hill” played from speakers hidden in the ceiling.

“That’s a carrot cake?” she asked.

The man said, “Yes.”

“Why does it cost a hundred dollars?”

“It’s a very good cake.”

“Is the red velvet better? Because it costs a hundred and twenty.”

“They’re both very good.”

A woman wearing oversized black sunglasses and a pearl necklace cleared her throat, and Mia moved out of the way. With a joyless smile, the woman whispered, “Thank you,” and pushed her grocery cart along. A black Pomeranian sat in the cart’s uppermost level. The dog watched Mia as it passed her, its tongue lolling from the side of its mouth.

She said, “I guess I’ll take the carrot cake. Is it possible for you to write something on it?”

“For an extra fifteen dollars.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Is that a yes?”

Mia curled her lips in. She looked over her shoulder for Lev. When they’d arrived at the store earlier, she’d sent him searching for candles.

“How about ‘Happy Birthday Richie,’ ” she said.

Five minutes later the baker gave her the carrot cake, set in a blue box held shut with a long piece of twine. She lowered it into a shopping basket hanging from the crook of her arm, then left the bakery and walked down an aisle lined with bags of dried artisanal pasta and mason jars of marinara sauce. At the other end of it, two women in identical black polo shirts loaded a pair of carts with pounds of bucatini, penne, angel hair. Mia stepped around them. She entered the produce section, passing mounds of tomatoes and tubs filled with corn, the cobs still in their husks. Picking up a peach, she turned it over, brought it to her nose. She set it in the basket next to the cake.

“There you are.” Lev kissed her neck. He dropped two rectangular boxes of birthday candles into the basket. “Was the cake mission successful?”

“I had to sell a kidney, but yes.”

He laughed, kissing her again, then took her hand and together they walked toward the register. Mia adjusted the basket on her arm, its handle leaving creases in her skin. Lev led her through more aisles. Crackers, tinned fish, organic cereals, triangles of creamy Brie. A girl in flip-flops and wet hair begged her mother for ice cream. Mia watched as the woman ignored the pleas, tapping at her phone.

She leaned her head against Lev’s shoulder, smelling the pine in his aftershave. They’d met more than two years ago, at the UN Climate Change Conference in Paris. She had gone to cover it for the Times, and Lev for the New Yorker, and even though she had read his work enviously for the last decade and had created a space for him in her own professional pantheon, when he first asked her to get a drink, she’d told him no. Back then she had a rule against dating other journalists, one that she had managed to follow for all of her twenties and the beginning of her thirties. There was no particular basis for it. As a twenty-six-year-old, she had read an interview with a glamorous news anchor who had said the same thing, and Mia had adopted it as her own. Since then the rule had hardened into a maxim, one of those things she liked to toss out at cocktail parties to sound independent and sophisticated. But because Lev had been insistent—and also because Lev was Lev—the second time he asked her, Mia had agreed.

They met at a café called Cuba Compagnie in the 11th arrondissement. Without asking what she wanted, Lev ordered them both mojitos. Mia opened her mouth to say something—they were in France, and she hated rum—but then he looked at her and she glanced up and nodded at the waiter. Lev smiled and leaned back in his chair. He wore a wool jacket and a shirt that was unbuttoned to his sternum; when he repositioned himself, Mia saw a patch of soft, grayish hair. As they waited for the drinks to arrive, he asked her how long she had been at the Times, and what she thought of the newspaper’s decline in quality. Mia stumbled over her answers—she had not thought the newspaper was in decline—her eyes drifting from the cleft in Lev’s chin to the peak of his lips to the incisive crease between his eyes.

She tried to parse how she was feeling. On the one hand, she was perfectly capable of asking for a drink for herself, and was a little irritated that Lev evidently thought otherwise; she also didn’t like being interrogated. On the other hand, he was Lev fucking Archaki. She had been reading his stories since she was in college, and had bought tickets two years in a row to hear him speak at the New Yorker festival. He was an old-school journalist, the kind who pinned his phone to his shoulder instead of using AirPods, and who subsisted on coffee and cigarettes as he typed. He wasn’t even on Twitter.

She couldn’t tell if the person she was falling in love with was the real him, or rather the idea of him that she had created, but everything he did, which included ordering her a mojito that she didn’t even want, took on a sort of aspirational swagger that she knew she was supposed to hate, but that she actually found unfathomably compelling. Sitting there in Cuba Compagnie, his questions started feeling like foreplay. She didn’t like them, but the tone with which he asked them suggested they were leading to something better, and she didn’t want them to stop.

“Why do you like adjectives so much?” The mojitos came with a sugarcane garnish. Lev removed his and chewed on its end.

“Who says I like adjectives at all?”

“Your article from yesterday on the International Solar Alliance suggests you do.”

Mia ground her teeth, looking down so he wouldn’t see her blush. She sucked down some of her mojito, feeling bits of pulverized mint leaves track across her tongue. Two hours later, when she was back at her hotel room, she opened up her laptop. She had a story due that evening—one thousand words on nationally determined contributions—and she scanned through it as she bit her lower lip. Toward the end of her second read, her phone buzzed on the desk next to her. She illuminated the device’s screen and saw it was a text from Lev.

Lev Archaki: How many?

Mia: Seven

Lev Archaki: Told ya ;)

Grinning, Mia stood and walked to the room’s window. In the distance she could see the top third of the Eiffel Tower, glowing against a cloudy sky. She looked at the faint outline of her reflection, a ghost staring back at her, then went back to her phone.

Mia: I deleted them

Lev Archaki: Good girl

Mia: Any other pointers?

Lev Archaki: Stop being so sexy. It’s distracting.

Mia bit her lip again. Pulling her legs up to her chest, she set her chin on her knees.

Mia: I’ll see what I can do.

For the next three days it went on like this. They would see each other at the conference, and at the hotel bar, where Lev would wink at her as he drank scotch with a friend from the Financial Times. At night, as Mia was typing up a story about carbon capture or the disintegrating ice sheets, her phone would buzz with more edits from whatever she’d last published. She needed stronger ledes, Lev said. She was being too timid with her sources.

It should have annoyed her more than it did, but the truth was she was too excited to be talking to him, too afraid that their game of journalistic foreplay would abruptly cease. Then on the fourth day, while she was reworking a paragraph, her phone’s screen lit up at the normal time, though when she unlocked it, she saw not a text from Lev, but rather a picture of his penis.

It took her a second to realize what it was—the shot was blurry, and Lev’s hard-on was poking through the unbuttoned fly of a set of checkered boxers—but once she did, she yelped and threw her phone on the desk. She performed a series of indignant, offended gestures, because that’s what she figured was the politically correct response, but then she remembered that she was alone in a hotel room and there was no one there to see her, so she picked the phone back up and zoomed in. Too much? Lev wrote, and Mia immediately called Adam.

“Is it, like, a full cock shot?” he asked.

“Yes. Well, sort of. It’s poking out of his boxers.”

“Oh, that’s very tame.” Mia heard the rush of traffic, the wail of a siren. “You know, I don’t think I even know what Lev Archaki looks like? When I try to picture him, all I can think about is that story he wrote about the treasure hunter in the Congolese jungle.”

“He won an ASME for that story.”

“It was a fantastic story.”

“I’m sorry to call you about this.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re causing me to be late for a lunch with an intern that I’ve been dreading for a week. Your timing couldn’t be more perfect.”

“I thought about calling Sasha, but she never picks up. Also, it feels somehow disrespectful talking to a mother about a dick pic?”

“Which is weird, because it’s Sasha.”

“Adam, tell me what to do.”

“Okay, so let’s game this out. You want to sleep with him, right?”

“Yes. He gives great edits.”

Another siren, this one European.

Adam said, “I think you need to send something back.”

“Like what?”

“Well, if you were gay, this would be a different conversation, but straight people are very boring, so I think something PG-thirteen would be fine.”

“Cleavage?”

“Do you have the tits for cleavage?”

“I can have the tits for cleavage.”

“Then, sure. Cleavage works. He was wearing his boxers, for God’s sake.”

Mia’s phone buzzed again: a nervous-looking emoji from Lev, followed by a flurry of texts.

Lev Archaki: oh god

Lev Archaki: Im so sorry

Lev Archaki: I thought thats what young people do?????

Lev Archaki: pls don’t tell the NY Post

“What’s that sound?” Adam asked.

“He’s texting me.”

“What’s he saying?”

“He’s apologizing for sending the dick pic. He said that’s what he thought young people do.”

“Oh my God, Mia, he called you young.”

“I know.”

“You have to send him a picture now.”

“I’m aware.”

“Text me options if you need help deciding.”

“I think I’ll be fine.”

“Well, in that case, good luck.”

It took her half an hour. The lighting was always wrong, and the angle always wonky. Each time she looked at the phone’s screen, she saw a new wrinkle or spot betraying her age. How was Lev, who was fifty, able to fire one off so readily? How did he not care that his hand was curved like a claw, and there were gray hairs sprouting all over his thighs? Eventually she managed to take a picture that was serviceable, or that at least didn’t cause her to squirm violently. Then, after trying every single one of her phone’s filters on it, she held one hand over her mouth and pressed send.

Four minutes later, there was a knock at her door.



A thick white cloud passed before the sun. The grocery store’s parking lot was filled with BMWs, Audis, Porsches, Maseratis. Ten yards away, Mia saw the two women from the pasta aisle, filling the trunk of a Range Rover with bags of groceries, their arms tan and taut in their polos. Lev put his arm around her shoulders.

“I already forgot where we parked,” he said.

Mia pointed to the far corner of the parking lot. “We’re over there.”

A week ago they’d discussed renting a car for the weekend. It was the end of summer—neither of them wanted to deal with crowds on the train—and Lev said he could get a discount on something nice through work. Mia had imagined a convertible. She’d seen herself driving across Long Island, the breeze kissing her cheeks. She would wrap her hair beneath a scarf, and large sunglasses she didn’t own would obscure half her face. But this morning Lev had showed up in a giant SUV that looked like it was meant to rove the moon, or invade Iraq. Standing outside her apartment, Mia had smiled and waved; she’d stuffed her scarf in her bag, and tried to stop calculating the car’s carbon footprint. As gamely as she could she asked Lev if she could drive.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” he said. “This is too big a car for such a little lady.”

Mia pressed her lips together. But then Lev laughed and took her bag. He walked her around to the passenger side, and made a show of opening the door.

Now she rolled down the window, setting her elbow on its sill. There was no wind—they were going three miles an hour, inching along with an endless gnarl of traffic toward Amagansett. Along the sides of the road she saw miniature versions of the same stores she knew from the city, Ralph Lauren and Theory and Lululemon. Outside them were women in caftans, sandals, sun hats, large straw bags hanging from their arms. Small dogs baking in the heat, children eating ice cream, teenage girls wearing bikini tops and white denim shorts. Sweat beaded on Mia’s forehead. She removed the top from an old cup of cold brew, then slid some of its melted ice into her mouth.

“Remind me what I’m getting into,” Lev said.

“We’ve been through this, like, four times. They’re some old friends from college.”

“I know.” He reached his hand behind her neck and squeezed it. “But I’m old and senile. Humor me.”

The car inched forward. Lev braked abruptly and Mia’s head lurched forward.

“So, I’m not totally sure who all’s going to be there, but I can tell you the people who matter.”

“I only ever want to know the people who matter.”

“Well, it’s Richie’s birthday. That’s who we bought the cake for.”

“And he’s the mess—”

“Was the mess? I guess we’ll see. And you’ve met Adam.”

“I think so.”

“You have. We had dinner with him in Williamsburg two months ago.”

“Ah, yes. Gay, dead parents, works at a law firm.”

“Did work at a law firm. He just started a new job as counsel at the Robin Hood Foundation.”

“Why on earth would he do that?” Again Lev braked suddenly. The seat belt tightened across Mia’s chest, cutting into her skin.

“Who else will be there?”

“Sasha.”

“Have I met Sasha?”

Mia tried to remember, placing Lev and Sasha at various dinner tables and bars together, but found she was unable to. Now that she thought about it, she was having a difficult time recalling the last time she saw Sasha too.

“No,” she said, “I don’t think you have. But listen, Sasha is married to Theo, and they have a little boy named Ethan.”

“There are going to be children there?”

“Yes. Wait, there’s Windmill Lane—I think you want to turn left.” Mia looked at the small blue dot gliding along the screen of her phone. “You’re going to take this to Town Lane, then make a right and take Town Lane to Stony Hill Road.”

“Okay.”

Lev flipped on the turn signal. The car began chiming.

Then he said: “Children require a different kind of preparation.”

Lev made the left onto Windmill Lane and the road opened up. Then he adjusted the turn signal again and the chiming stopped. A minute passed—they were both quiet. For the first time since they’d left the grocery store Mia felt the breeze in her face. She reached down to scan the radio, landing on Cardi B’s “I Like It,” which had begun playing at the beginning of the summer and since then hadn’t stopped, haunting her in bodegas and bars and via Spotify’s algorithm, searing its lyrics into her brain.

Cardi said, “I run this shit like cardio”; Mia crossed and recrossed her legs. Lev cleared his throat. The car hit a divot in the road and he turned up the stereo’s volume before taking hold of Mia’s hand.






1:15 PM Richie

Adam had found the house on Airbnb. It was set on the crest of a small hill and had eight bedrooms, split between two separate wings. There was also a formal dining room, an observatory encased in glass, and what had been the maid’s quarters, a small nook off the kitchen now used to store cleaning supplies and lit by a single hanging lightbulb. The exterior of the house was painted light gray, the color of rainless clouds, and the windows were trimmed in white, though from where Richie sat now, on a lounge chair near the swimming pool, he could see the paint was faded and chipped. There were certain things that didn’t quite work. Three of the bedroom doors didn’t latch shut; there was a bottle above the fireplace that was missing its ship; an empty wooden bassinet sat in the observatory; both downstairs toilets required a jiggle to flush. Every floorboard creaked. All the knives were dull. It was the sort of rambling, half-forgotten home that, had it not been for Long Island’s summer light, its scent of salt and grass, he would have thought was haunted.

The trees shivered as a breeze rustled through them, cicadas humming in their branches. In the shallow end of the pool, Marco and Emily waded with Ava. She was wearing a sun shirt and a wide-brimmed hat, and each time Emily lowered her toward the surface, she squirmed, kicking her fat pink legs. Richie watched them, trying to remember the last time they were together; instead all he could think of were all the reasons they had seen each other less and less. Careers, marriages, Brooklyn, babies. Stints out west in restorative desert rehab clinics.

Being together again felt normal, but at the same time a little off, like he was looking at a version of his friendships that had gone through the wash. He was trying to work out if the problem was that they no longer knew the person he was trying to be, or rather he them, when from the chair next to him Rami said:

“You want this?” He held out a copy of the Economist, its corners wet and curled. “There’s a good article in it about Mike Pompeo going to Pyongyang.”

Richie cleaned some sweat from the lens of his sunglasses.

“Please,” he said. “You couldn’t pay me to read that.”

On the far end of the lawn, Sasha and Theo played bocce with Mitch Reynolds and Nina Guzman, Ethan set on Sasha’s hip. Nina had been a last-minute addition. Mitch was spending all of August in East Hampton—Richie had invited him during a rare moment of congeniality—but Nina had invited herself. A few hours after they had all arrived this morning, Richie had posted a picture of the house to Instagram, and when he checked his phone again he saw that Nina had messaged him, saying she would come for dinner. She was at her own house in Sagaponack for the long weekend, she wrote. No one was with her, and she had nothing else to do.

“We might have another guest at dinner tonight,” he had said to Sasha earlier this morning as they were leaving for the beach. “Someone should tell Adam before he goes to the store.”

“Why? Who else is coming?”

“Well, you know that Mitch Reynolds will be here—”

“Unfortunately.”

“—and I told Nina Guzman she could come too.”

Sasha was stuffing beach towels into a canvas tote bag. There was a smear of white sunscreen on the curve of skin where her shoulder met her neck, and dark circles beneath her eyes.

“Wonderful.”

“She didn’t really give me another option. Also, I owe it to her.”

Sasha pushed the towels down farther, then threw a Frisbee on top of them.

“You know how she made all that money, don’t you? She worked for some e-cigarette company right after business school. I ran into her at JFK. I was flying to see this artist in Miami—my first trip after Ethan was born. I was having a great time, just reading a book and waiting for my flight, not worrying about a screaming kid, and then all of a sudden there was Nina Guzman, standing in front of me. That’s the kind of person she is, Richie—she’s the kind of person who will ruin a perfectly nice childless afternoon at the airport. In any event, she told me all about it. She basically got teenagers addicted to vaping, ruined an entire generation’s worth of lungs, and then cashed out. That’s how she could afford a Tesla and that house in Sagaponack she’s always posting pictures of. So much for getting kindergartners in Queens to eat more celery, or whatever it was she did.”

Sasha had pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail, and a few red splotches dotted her neck. Her lips were chapped. Faint creases lined her forehead.

“I’m sorry about Theo,” Richie said.

Sasha cut him a look. Leaning forward, she set both elbows on top of the bag and gave its contents a final push.

“This isn’t about Theo,” she’d said. “This is about Nina Guzman using blood money to fly first class to Rome.”

In the backyard, Rami took the Economist back. There was an old Vanity Fair from earlier in the summer beneath Richie’s chair, and he opened it to an interview with Emilia Clarke that he had no intention of reading. Rami adjusted the angle of his chair, and settled back into Mike Pompeo’s misadventures in Pyongyang. They had met over a year ago now, at the seven thirty meeting on Perry Street, which—like Richie’s sobriety itself—was a little hard to believe. It was the second meeting he had ever been to. After it ended, he was drinking a cup of weak coffee on the street outside, wondering at both the impossibility and the inevitability of his life leading him to exactly that moment, when Rami came up to say hello. At first Richie decided the best course of action was to be cold, if not outright dismissive. Rami was all smiles, which struck him as inconsiderate: he was embarrassed that he had ended up at these meetings in the first place, and figured the least Rami could do was act embarrassed too. But he kept at it, asking Richie where he lived (“Chelsea. The west part.”), and what he did for work (“Sales. Google.”), and then, finally, whether Richie wanted to grab breakfast at the café around the corner.

Richie finished what was left of his coffee, then used his tongue to clear the loose grounds from his teeth.

“Sounds fun,” he said, “but I’ve got somewhere to be.”

“No problem. We can go after tomorrow’s meeting.”

“I have somewhere to be tomorrow too.”

“Okay, then Wednesday, or Thursday, or Friday. Come to think of it, I’m actually free all next week too. You pick!”

Richie looked at Rami’s dimples, the curls of brown hair brushing against his forehead. He lit a cigarette, turning his head to blow away the smoke.

“Fuck it. Let’s just get this over with,” he said.

They went to a restaurant on Grove Street, which was one block west from another restaurant where Richie had once showed up so blitzed on boulevardiers that he’d asked for the check before ordering his meal. At the place on Grove Street he knew the owner, and as a hostess led him and Rami to a two-top he kept glancing over his shoulder, making sure she wasn’t watching him. He didn’t want to explain why he was there—he didn’t want to explain anything at all. The other tables were filled with mothers who had come from dropping their children off at school. Expensively dressed women who scraped avocado from thick slices of toast, and who had conspicuously patterned bags hanging from the backs of their chairs. Over the next five minutes, Rami talked about his marketing job at Netflix with an alacrity that made Richie’s eyes ache. He was describing how easy a commute it was from his place on Tenth Street when a server finally arrived to take their order.

Quickly Richie said, “Just a black coffee, please.” Rami asked for French toast, a side of bacon, an extra-hot latte, and an orange juice.

Once the server had left, he smiled at Richie.

“So, first time at one of those things?” he asked.

Richie tapped a knuckle on the table. “Second.”

“I could actually tell.”

“What are you, the social chair or something?”

“No. Ha! No, I’ve just been going to that meeting for a while. And you got out of there pretty fast. New people always get out of there pretty fast.”

“Like I said, I had somewhere to be.”

“Where?”

Richie looked up from his coffee. He searched Rami’s face for signs of sarcasm or cruelty but instead saw an earnest smile.

He said, “I lied.”

Rami didn’t seem to mind, or pretended not to care. He said, “There are a lot of meetings, you know. If this one isn’t right for you, I can help you find another one. I remember the first time I walked in there I saw, like, four people I’d slept with and thought to myself, Okay, so this isn’t totally anonymous.”

“Why don’t you try a different meeting?”

Rami shrugged. “I like the people. And seven thirty works for me. I’m a morning person, and at least when I first started going it kept me from adding vodka to my coffee.”

Richie scratched as his chin. He swiped his hand across the table, brushing away crumbs that weren’t there.

“Oh, I never did that.”

Richie sat up straighter. Rami gave him a different kind of smile.

He said, “It’s not a competition. And even if it were, I’d say we both ended up in about the same place.”

Two tables over, one of the mothers stood up, her bag swinging from the crook of her arm. Richie watched as she stepped out onto Grove Street. It had begun to drizzle, and through the open door he saw one umbrella open, and then another. Clicking his teeth, he turned back to Rami.

“The problem is that it’s just so fun,” Richie said.

“Oh, it’s so fun.”

“If they didn’t want people to be alcoholics, they shouldn’t make drinking so fun.”

“And easy!”

“It’s the easiest thing in the world. The weird part is that I thought everything was fine, but people stopped inviting me to things,” Richie said. “They started treating me like a liability. I’m talking about my closest friends.”

“You didn’t think that everything was fine.”

“No. I guess I knew that it wasn’t.”

“The liability thing—that happens. I got kicked out of, like, three Fire Island houses. I started a fire in one of them. Got high on tequila and ketamine and put a match to a drag queen’s wig. Poof.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I fell off a bike at a wedding in Cancún and had to get twenty-three stitches in my left thigh and I don’t remember any of it.”

“That’s nothing. Once I blacked out at a bar in Bushwick and woke up in West Orange, New Jersey.”

“I overheard someone say that the only thing I had going for me was my hair so I started taking preemptive Propecia.”

“When my last boyfriend broke up with me he said he ‘needed space,’ so he moved to Australia.”

“I got drunk and lost a bet, and when I was sober enough to know where I was I realized I was on a plane and over Iceland.”

“I convinced myself it was totally normal to walk into a bar between work meetings and take two shots of Patrón.”

“I made a kid cry on the subway.”

Rami frowned. “I don’t think I ever did that.”

“I thought this wasn’t a competition.”

It hadn’t been intentional. Richie was honestly just sitting there, watching an empty Styrofoam cup roll back and forth across the floor. This was at eight o’clock in the morning, and he was on his way to a sales appointment in the Financial District. A hangover clung at his temples, but he had made himself a screwdriver before he left his apartment that was keeping the worst of it away. As the train rocked, vodka and orange juice sluiced in his stomach. The child was sitting directly across from him, though it took four stops for Richie to even notice she was there. Thick purple-rimmed glasses obscured her eyes and there was a Band-Aid on her knee. Next to her, a woman who Richie assumed was the girl’s mother tapped on her phone impatiently. His eyes drifted from the woman to an advertisement for a meal delivery service directly above her head, then finally back to the girl, whose mouth was drawn and disapproving. He wanted to punch her in the face.

“What?!” he said, in a tone that, had he not been hungover (an impossibility, because he was either always very drunk or very hungover), he never would have used with a child, particularly on a crowded subway. People turned to glance at him. Tears flowed down the girl’s face, and her expression turned from schoolmarm-ish to terrified as she reached a hand over to tug at her mother’s sleeve. The woman set her phone in her lap, then leaned over so the girl could whisper in her ear. Richie scratched his cheek, sniffed, and started picking his nose—at least, he figured, he had gotten the brat to leave him alone. A moment later, the woman turned to Richie with knowing eyes, her expression settling into a mix of disgust and pity as she took in the sight of him. Holding the girl’s hand, she stood up. Then, in a voice that was chastising but also, weirdly, sort of kind, she whispered, “You’re a monster,” before leading them both to the opposite end of the car. A terrible explosion thundered in Richie’s chest and the two sides of his head squeezed together. He got off at the next stop.

“I was somewhere in Lower Manhattan,” he told Rami. “I bought two bottles of Smirnoff, told the guy who sold them to me that they were for an office party, then passed out on a bench in South Street Seaport. My friend Adam had to pick me up from a precinct downtown.”

Richie took another sip from his coffee. He remembered the blurry surprise of waking up on a concrete precinct bench and seeing Adam next to him, the sensation of thinking he was in a dream, and the horror of realizing that he wasn’t. He remembered how Adam had taken his hand and squeezed it with a force that was a little past comfortable.

He’d kept his grip tight when he said, “I know it’s a dumb thing to say, and you probably won’t believe me, but one day you’re going to be happy, Richie, and I promise you I’ll be there when it happens.” Richie knew he didn’t deserve to hear something like that, especially after how he had treated Adam, but he held on to it anyway, laying his head against Adam’s shoulder, too dehydrated to cry.

Scratching at the space between his eyes, he waited in the restaurant for Rami to say something, though for a while he didn’t. There were a few bites of French toast left on his plate, and he dragged them through a puddle of syrup.

At last he said: “Well, you know what they say, one day at a time.”

Tires crunched along the gravel drive. Richie looked up from his Vanity Fair to see an enormous black SUV jerking to a stop. Mia stepped out from the passenger-side door, jumping down to the ground. The man driving the car was Mia’s boyfriend, Lev—Richie had met him once briefly, and by chance, at a coffee shop on Eighth Avenue. He had long, ropy arms, gray stubble, and two small sweat stains on his linen shirt. When he got out of the car, he twirled its keys once around his finger, then caught them before sliding them into the pocket of his pants. Aviator sunglasses were balanced on top of his head; from the car’s trunk he removed a large khaki duffel bag, slapping at a bug on his neck.

“Jesus Christ,” Mia said. “Look at all these degenerates.”

Sasha dropped a yellow bocce ball to the ground and walked over to her, Ethan grasping at the air. In the pool, Marco sank into the water until his chin was resting on the surface. Laughter echoed against the house; a plane crossed overhead. Setting his magazine down on the grass, Richie again thought back to his breakfast with Rami—of how, as they were waiting for the bill to be delivered to the table, Richie kept searching his face. There was never any cynicism, or skepticism, or disappointment at how fucked everything had turned out. Instead there was that same earnest smile, along with a speck of French toast clinging to the side of Rami’s mouth. Standing now to greet Mia, he remembered how he’d leaned back in his chair, and for the first time wondered if maybe he could do this—if he could trade in something that had seemed so easy for this other thing that seemed so hard. Because what other choice was there? Behind him was the bloody trail of his youth, while in front of him was… he didn’t know. The potential for something else, maybe. A lightness that he hadn’t thought was possible. All that separated them was a thin sliver of faith, held together by bad coffee, new friends, and silly aphorisms about days being taken one at a time. A fragile belief that the agony of consciousness was worth the miracle of being alive.






1:50 PM Mia

Mia found an empty room upstairs where she unpacked a few of her things and changed into a black bathing suit. White gossamer curtains swayed in the breeze, and through the open window she heard the thin echo of voices. After laying her clothes out on a four-poster bed, she walked to an adjoining bathroom for a glass of water. From the window above the sink, she could see lush branches of trees and a sloping, overgrown lawn; to the left, there was the westward half of the swimming pool, framed in stone and set squarely in the grass. Late-morning sun swirled on its surface, and an inflatable unicorn drifted to one corner, its nose bobbing side to side. Marco stood a few feet away from it in the water, his daughter held against his chest as he talked to Sasha. She watched him, the way he slowly rocked back and forth, how his daughter reached up to touch his ear. His shoulders were dark and dotted with freckles; he had lost the baby fat that followed him throughout his twenties; and despite what Richie had said to her years ago, he wasn’t balding at all. Mia waited to be disappointed by this, but realized that now she didn’t care either way what happened to his hair. Drifting closer to Sasha, he said something that Mia couldn’t quite hear, and Sasha laughed, the sound clapping against the house. A second later, water splashed over Mia’s fingers. She shut off the faucet.

In the bedroom she stood before a full-length mirror, pulling her hair up and turning from side to side to inspect her neck, the handful of moles that dotted her ribs and spine; then she decided that her hair looked better down and let it fall to her shoulders. Pulling a tube of lip gloss and some mascara from her purse, she applied a little of both before digging through her suitcase for a bottle of sunscreen. She was coating one of her arms with a layer of it when Lev walked in, his bag hanging from one shoulder.

“Get my back?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He worked his hands over her, rubbing away the knots in her shoulders, slipping his fingers beneath the band of her bathing suit. Mia closed her eyes and smiled. She smelled the coconut of sunscreen, the scent of fresh-cut grass. Her head fell to one side as Lev kissed the side of her neck. He kept his lips pressed against her when he said: “I didn’t know that Marco was going to be here.”

Mia kept her eyes closed.

“I guess I just forgot.”

“You forgot?”

She turned her body around in his arms and kissed the tip of his nose.

“Yeah.” She shrugged. “I forgot.”

She squirted some sunscreen on her hands and rubbed it on her face, working it over her nose and the tips of her ears.

Then she slapped his ass and said, “I’ll see you outside.”



On the way to the pool she stopped in the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine. The cake she’d bought earlier was where she had left it on the kitchen counter, the blue box pressed up against bags of strawberries and bright red tomatoes. Adam stood near the sink, peeling husks off ears of corn. He didn’t notice her at first, and for a moment she watched him work, picking away at thin gold filaments. Faint tan lines circled his arms, and the bathing suit he wore was damp. A small puddle of water gathered at his feet.

“Hey,” she said, and he jumped.

“Jesus. You scared me.” He set down the corn and pressed his cheek to hers. “When’d you get in?”

“About ten minutes ago.”

“How was the drive?”

“Long.” She leaned against the counter, the marble cold against the small of her back. “Lev rented a car.”

“Is that it out in the driveway?”

“Yeah. That tank.”

“It looks nice.”

“If you’re planning on going to a monster truck rally, I guess.”

Adam smiled. He set the shucked cob onto a cutting board and reached into a paper bag for another one. The peach that Mia had bought earlier sat next to the cake on the counter. She gave it a quick wash and then bit into it, the juices running down her fingers. She felt a physical urge to say something else about the car. She wanted to underscore to Adam the extent to which she found it ridiculous. What made things difficult was that the issue was not actually the car—she didn’t care about it all that much—so much as she found herself wanting to prove to Adam that she was still largely who she was before, even though she didn’t see him much these days, and she didn’t know how to do that without turning Lev and his decisions into a punchline despite how much she loved him. Rotating the peach one hundred eighty degrees, she bit into the other side of it. She wished Adam would do it for her, and say something funny about Lev that she could get behind, but she knew that this was unlikely: Adam would never say something cruel for the sake of saying it. Once in a while it would be nice if he could also be a dick.

“What’s the wine situation?”

“There’s some in the fridge. Want me to—”

“No. I’ve got it.”

She found an open bottle of Sancerre, wet and slippery with condensation. Upstairs she heard the creak of floorboards as Lev walked between the bedroom and the bathroom. Mia filled a glass with wine. She took a sip from it, then poured in a little more.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked.

Adam nodded toward two cardboard boxes on the kitchen counter. Opening one of their lids, Mia looked into it. Inside were seven lobsters piled on top of one another, their claws held together with thick blue rubber bands. She smelled a pungent, salty odor. One of the lobsters shifted slightly, as if it was trying to find a more comfortable position. Adam finished off another cob of corn.

“Lev keeps kosher,” Mia said. “He’ll ruin the planet with SUVs, but he won’t eat shellfish.”

She watched as Adam’s lips drew together in panic.

“Shit, I didn’t know. I bought some pasta too. I’m happy to—”

Mia picked up her wine. She wanted to throw it in his face.

“I’m kidding,” she said. “It was a joke.”



Outside, Marco was still in the water with Ava and Sasha. Sasha flicked splashes at Ava, and Ava kicked at the water from Marco’s arms, the droplets glittering in the sunlight. For a moment Mia stopped short of the pool. Lately she had found herself thinking of Marco more often than she used to. Something would happen to her over the course of her day, or she would read something interesting, and she would find herself wanting to share it with him. Her relationship with Lev felt like a prize that she had finally won, and in transferring her love to him, it was as if she had inadvertently shifted something in how she saw Marco. She was far enough away from their relationship now to have a softer perspective of it; it was a feeling that wasn’t strictly nostalgia, but rather a genuine curiosity over how and what he was thinking. Lev’s opinions were predictable—they impressed her with their constructions, and occasionally intimidated her, but none of them surprised her. She had been reading him long enough to know what he thought.

“How’s the water?” she asked.

“Freezing.” Sasha wore a red two-piece. Her hair was tied up in a loose bun. “The heater’s broken. You get used to it, though.”

Marco dipped Ava’s feet into the water. Sasha flicked at her again. On the steps of the pool, Emily sat with Theo. His chest was still broad and defined, though now Mia noticed a new looseness to it—there was, she was beginning to realize, a new looseness to everything, like they were all a pair of socks that had started to lose their elastic. Emily said something, her eyes narrowing as she spoke, and Theo nodded, shifting Ethan in his arms. Mia walked over to the pool with her wine, sitting on its edge and dipping her legs into the water. Her skin prickled at the cold.

“Ethan’s gotten so big,” she said.

Marco lifted Ava into the air, then lowered her back down to the water. Sasha turned to glance behind her.

“When was the last time you saw him?” she asked.

Mia thought for a moment. She said, “Four months ago, I guess? It would have been the last time I saw you.”

“Four months? That can’t be right.”

“I think it is, Sasha. I really think it is.”

A fly landed on Mia’s arm. For a few seconds she let it rest there, rubbing its front legs together, but then a familiar frustration began to course through her and she swatted it away.

“Well, whatever,” she said. “I’m just glad everyone was able to make it.”

Sasha took Ava from Marco’s arms, cooing at her.

“And Lev?” she asked.

“What about him?”

“Is he having a good time?”

Mia glanced back toward the house, where Lev now sat on a lounge chair, reading a biography of Mao Zedong. It had an angry portrait of Mao’s face on its cover, and the way Lev was holding the book made it look as though he and the Chairman had exchanged heads.

“Oh yeah. He’s working on a huge story about whether robotic voting is the future of democracy, and he needed a little break.”

“What’s robotic voting?” Marco asked.

Mia didn’t know. She said, “It takes a long time to explain.”

“And how about you? How’s everything at the Times?”

“Yeah, it’s all good!” Lifting one leg out of the water, Mia flexed her toes. “I’m going to London next month to profile a young lawyer who’s teamed up with indigenous groups in Brazil to sue these huge multinational corporations that are funding the destruction of the Amazon. It’s pretty fascinating. She’s found this loophole in international law that—”

But because Ava had started crying, everyone had stopped listening. Sasha was gently bouncing the baby up and down, and handing her back to Marco, who was being descended upon by Emily. She took Ava from him, and said, “Why all the chirping, my little piglet?” Her voice lifted by two octaves, and Mia felt herself becoming embarrassed, both for Emily and also for the situation at large. Not knowing where to look or the polite way to react, she simply kept smiling, saying, “Oh, poor little thing,” over and over until she was confident that no one was paying attention. A minute or so later, Marco and Sasha fell into a discussion about sleep training, their backs partially turned to her. Mia touched her necklace. She adjusted her sunglasses and stretched from side to side.

Up until a few years ago, she had been able to talk with her friends about anything. Now all anyone cared about was real estate and babies. The real estate she could understand—when someone she knew bought an apartment, the first thing she did was immediately search Zillow to try to discern how much they’d paid for it. The babies, on the other hand, were beginning to get to her.

Around her friends with children, all conversations inevitably tilted toward sleep schedules, strollers, passive-aggressive nannies, actually aggressive nannies, daycare waiting lists, projectile vomit, the introduction of various pureed fruits and vegetables, whether late vocabulary development was a sign of genius or autism, and the consistency of infant shit. They treated these topics like they were world-changing and vital, as if Mia was the frivolous one for the actual world-changing and vital conversations she was trying to have with them. Art, new restaurants, theater, deforestation, Muslim bans, the death of American democracy—they were all dismissed with the same condescension, as if the stuff that occupied Mia’s brain was trivial and inane and infinitely less important than whether an eight-month-old liked mashed-up bananas.

“My chirpy little piglet,” Emily said, still bouncing up and down in the water. “Why are you such a chirpy little piglet?”

And you couldn’t bring it up to them—you couldn’t say, for example, Hey, Sasha, could we not talk about Ethan’s pooping habits for once?—because if you did, you proved that they were right and that you were a shallow, incorrigible hedonist; or your suggestion was interpreted as a direct attack, and they then felt compelled to respond to it with a sentimental, slobbery defense of their decision to procreate in the first place. Mia had experienced this most recently with Satya Patel at a playground in Carroll Gardens. A month ago they’d met there to catch up over sandwiches, and after thirty-five minutes of listening to Satya talk about how her son Rishi was so plainly smarter than every other three-year-old to have ever lived, Mia felt something inside of her crack.

“You know, Satya,” she said, “there are seven-point-six billion people on this earth that aren’t Rishi, and I happen to be one of them. Things are happening in my life too.”

Satya gawked at her, then turned to look at Rishi. He was sitting sluglike at the bottom of a slide, and Mia watched as he picked something up off the ground and promptly stuck it in his mouth.

“You can’t understand how it changes you,” Satya said to her, as if making her closing arguments in a criminal trial. “He’s the best thing I’ve ever done, and you just can’t understand that.”

Except she did. Mia did understand how it changed a person, because those changes were everywhere she looked. Weird silences had started to creep into her conversations with Sasha, and no one seemed to be available for dinner anymore unless you planned it eight months in advance, and so far as Mia could tell this was how it was going to be for the rest of her life.

It had all happened so quickly. In her late twenties, when everyone was getting married, the transformations were gradual—you had the chance to adjust to someone’s new boyfriend or girlfriend, until eventually it seemed like they had always been there. Babies were different—babies were tornados. The wind picked up, the sky turned green, and suddenly a relationship that had been standing there for twenty years was ripped from the ground and carried away.

None of this was to say that she hadn’t considered it herself—one time she even got close. Ever since turning thirty, Mia had sometimes got the impression that the world had rearranged itself so that the question of whether or not she should have a child of her own was literally the only thing she was allowed to think about. Her mother emailed her articles about geriatric pregnancies, and her doctors asked insanely personal questions, and her Instagram was nothing but targeted ads for rubber giraffes and nipple cream. Sometimes she toyed with giving in to it all. Two weeks ago, when she went to meet her coworker Natalia’s baby, she’d held the tiny boy in her arms and found herself imagining a future where she also thought her child was a genius for eating gum off the playground. That fantasy had lasted until she left the apartment and descended into the subway at Seventy-Second Street. As she waited for the train, she’d remembered that she could fly to Barcelona tomorrow if she wanted to, then reached into her bag for her book.

Ava was still crying, or chirping, or whatever it was she was doing.

Emily said, “She’s had us up since five o’clock this morning.”

“Five o’clock!” Mia knew her role in these things, all the lines she was supposed to say. “I don’t know how you do it.”

Marco ran a hand along the water’s surface. “She usually sleeps until around six thirty. We’re in a new place, though, so—”

“She’s in a sleep regression. She needs to work through it, but Marco insists on going to her if she cries for longer than four seconds.”

“I’m right here, Emily. I’m literally standing two feet away from you.”

Emily spun in a slow half-circle away from him, her fingers clasped around Ava’s ankles. She waded deeper into the pool. Across the lawn, Nina Guzman tossed one of the bocce balls high into the air, and a few seconds later it hit the ground with a muted plunk. Marco stared down at his palms. He said something under his breath.

“Well,” Mia said, “you guys must be exhausted.”

Emily laughed dryly. “Please. I’ve been exhausted for the last ten months.”

“She’s right,” Marco added. “I can’t remember the last time I felt like an actual human being.”

With a playful whoop! Emily brought Ava to her chest, gently patting her back.

“Yes, it’s been very hard for Marco. Not breastfeeding, getting seven hours of sleep a night instead of eight—you can imagine how badly we all feel for him.”

For a few seconds the air was still. Then Marco slammed his fists into the water, sending splashes that landed on Mia’s thighs. From the other side of the pool, Theo looked over at them. Ava cried harder.

“Here,” Marco said. “Give her to me.”

Emily didn’t look at him. “I’ve got her.”

“If you’re going to imply that I don’t help, then let me prove I can help. Give her to me.”

Emily patted Ava’s back again, then handed her over to Marco, who brought her to his shoulder and climbed out of the pool.

“Check her diaper,” she said.

“I know.”

“And you need to—”

But Marco was already walking away.

“Sorry,” Emily said. “Everyone’s just a little exhausted these days.”

The comment hung there; Mia thought about telling Emily there was nothing to apologize for, but then stopped herself and felt a small victory. On the other side of the lawn, Mitch Reynolds told a joke too loudly—he said, “But you fuck one goat!”—and Nina Guzman laughed. Sasha ducked beneath the surface of the water. When she came up again a few seconds later, she slicked water from her hair. Marco walked toward the house. As he was passing an empty chair, he grabbed hold of its back and flipped it to the ground. Emily didn’t react; she swam over to the steps leading out of the pool, where she sat on the shallowest one, next to Theo. Through the windows Ava’s crying reached a crescendo before trailing off for a few seconds. Emily ran a hand over the top of her spine, her chin pressed toward her chest. Then she stood up. Water dripped from her knees and thighs.

“Are you going to help him?” Mia asked.

Emily turned to face her, her eyes tired, her mouth pulled taut. “No. I’m going to get a drink.”

Sasha placed her hands on the pool’s edge, propelling herself out of the water. She adjusted the bottom of her bathing suit.

“Let me get one for you,” she said. “I was going to get one myself, and you’ve been up since five AM.”

Emily thanked her. Mia had a full glass of wine, but she was immediately hurt that Sasha hadn’t checked in with her too. She wanted to ask if she would mind getting her something, if only because she wanted to know how Sasha would respond. But she didn’t, and once Sasha was gone, she took a drink of her Sancerre and wiped a bit of sweat from her sunglasses. She wasn’t sure whether she should say something else to Emily.

They weren’t friends, and on the few occasions that Mia had seen her over the last few years, anytime Emily had been kind to her had retrospectively felt competitive, as if she was trying to prove to Mia which one of them was a better person. Was that why Mia now felt compelled to break the silence? To explicitly lighten the air, while also signaling to Emily that she clocked her acting like a bitch? Probably, but all that struck Mia as exhausting, particularly with it being as hot as it was, and with the Sancerre already working its way through her veins. Instinctively she reached for her phone, but then remembered she’d left it in the house; she’d also forgotten to ask Adam for the Wi-Fi password. She set her hands behind her, palms down on the hot stone, and lifted one of her legs from the water.

“Sorry, what was that?” Emily asked.

“Nothing.”

A bocce ball thudded in the grass behind them.

“Oh.” Emily dipped her hands into the water. “I could have sworn you said something.”






2:30 PM Sasha

When Sasha walked into the kitchen, she found Adam standing near the sink, cutting tomatoes into cubes. Farther down along the counter, shucked corn was heaped on a cutting board, along with chopped cilantro and a block of feta cheese. Sunlight turned the tile floor a brassy gold. She smelled a briny, stale odor and thought, Ugh, fish.

“What are you doing with all that?” she asked.

Adam set down his knife and looked up from the tomatoes. Sasha brought one arm across her stomach, holding it there like a shield. She hadn’t planned to have a C-section, but Ethan was big, almost eleven pounds; the doctor who was there to deliver him had insisted on it. He’d told Sasha that her hips weren’t exactly built for childbearing, and once the fog of the epidural had lifted and they had stitched her back up, she remembered spending an inordinate amount of time rehashing that comment, trying to decide if she was insulted or flattered by it. The scar was mostly below her bikini line, and had faded from the angry red that it was at the beginning—she could barely see it now. Still, she had started to feel self-conscious about it, especially around her friends who’d known her before she had it. She thought of when she was a kid and went to the swimming pool with her parents. All those other mothers, with tiny paunches and sagging breasts. She wondered if that was what she had become to someone like Adam.

“I’m going to grill the corn, then shave it into a salad with the tomatoes, cilantro, feta, and maybe some green onions. What do you think?”

“Um…”

“Yes?”

“I don’t really like cilantro.”

“Since when?”

“Since I got pregnant with Ethan.”

“Really?”

“It happens sometimes. Your taste changes. Something to do with hormones, I guess.”

Adam scratched his wrist. “Okay. I can make some of it without the cilantro, if you want.”

“If it’s not too much trouble.”

“It’s not.”

“Then that would be great.”

She was thirty-four years old. It was annoying and high-maintenance, asking him to leave out the cilantro, and she knew that the adult thing to do would be to ask Adam if he needed any help. For the last hour he had been in the kitchen. She was reminded of when they all lived together in the apartment on Fifty-Seventh Street, and how she and Mia both would occasionally leave their dirty dishes in the sink, knowing full well that when they came into the kitchen the next morning, Adam would have cleaned them and put them away. She always told herself that so much had changed since then, but maybe that wasn’t true at all—maybe it was the details that were different, while the fundamentals had stayed exactly the same. She thought again of asking him what he needed, but in the end decided against it. The truth was that Sasha was sick of doing things for other people. So instead of dicing onions, she found an open bottle of Sancerre in the refrigerator and poured a glass of it.

Adam asked, “How’s Theo doing?”

“The same, more or less.”

“It seems like he’s in a better mood than the last time I saw him.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

Adam paused, the knife plunged halfway into a tomato.

“I don’t really know.”

Six months ago, the real estate development firm where Theo worked had gone bankrupt. At the time he was managing a project on East Eighty-Eighth Street, a sixty-six-floor luxury condominium tower designed by a famously reclusive Dutch architect. Already it had shot past its budget by millions of dollars and was a year behind schedule; the units also weren’t selling well. Goldman Sachs had provided the construction loan, and once it became clear that the project was headed in the wrong direction, they recouped the money by cashing in on the personal guarantee the firm’s principals had made on the funds. The company was wiped out.

“I lost my job,” he’d said on the phone the day that it happened. He was laughing, as if he had just understood a joke that he’d heard earlier in the day. Ethan was three months old. Sasha was sitting on the floor, her long legs crossed, the baby in her lap. “I mean, can you believe that? I just lost my job.”

At first he was relatively clearheaded about everything. The company’s principals had overleveraged themselves on a handful of projects, and he had always thought the units were overpriced: if it wasn’t the Eighty-Eighth Street project that did it, then something else would have ended them. He would take a few weeks off to regroup, then spruce up his LinkedIn profile and begin making phone calls. There were things he wanted to get done around the apartment—paint Ethan’s bedroom, and regrout the primary bath. They could put off hiring a nanny for a few months. They’d save money while he interviewed for jobs. But as time passed and as those jobs didn’t materialize, his focus became more singular. If he had only done X, he would tell Sasha, then Y could have been avoided: in the end, maybe this was all his fault. He started sleeping later and later into the morning. He regarded Ethan with a blank, empty expression, and replied to every fourth question that Sasha asked. One morning, when she left to take Ethan on a walk, Theo was lying on the living room floor. While she was out, she saw a pigeon eating potato chips from a bag in an incredibly humanlike fashion, and texted Theo a picture of it, along with the caption be honest does this look like my mother. He didn’t respond, and when she got back ninety minutes later he was still on the floor. The only difference was that he had turned over onto his side.

“Maybe you should talk to someone,” Sasha said, by which she meant, No, yeah, Theo, I think you should absolutely, definitely talk to someone.

“You sell plastic mobiles, Sasha,” he said, rolling his head up to look at her. “You can’t understand what I’m going through.”

The viciousness of the comment had struck her for a number of reasons. For starters, she was the vicious one—not him. Also, they weren’t plastic mobiles. They were large-scale installations by a young Chilean artist who was being compared to Alexander Calder. And on the subject of home finances, according to their taxes, which Sasha did each year, selling plastic mobiles at the rate that Sasha had been selling them was more profitable than developing condominiums on East Eighty-Eighth Street. She pressed her nose against Ethan’s diaper, placed him in his crib, and went to the bathroom, where she turned on the shower to make some noise, then sat on the toilet and called Mia.

“What does he think you don’t understand?” she said.

“I’m not sure.”

“I understand it sucks to lose a job, but he just needs to sack up and go get another one. He’s a white man—there are plenty of options. Also, not to be whatever about it, but implying that you don’t understand what he’s going through is pretty misogynistic. Like, what, you don’t understand what it’s like to have the pressure to provide for your family? You don’t understand what it’s like to have a blow to your ego? It’s not like he was out there hunting bison or something.”

“He just seems so miserable.”

“That’s called capitalism.”

Someone had put a roll of toilet paper the wrong way on its dispenser. Sasha flipped it around, fixing it.

She said, “I’ve never seen him like this before. It’s like he’s lost confidence in everything. With Ethan, he keeps asking me how to do things that I know he knows how to do. Like, is this diaper on right? Is this bottle the right temperature? And it is—it always is—but he keeps asking me anyway, and it’s sort of driving me nuts. But I also feel really bad for him.”

For a few seconds Mia was quiet.

Then she said, “Sorry, I thought you just wanted to bitch.”

“No, I get it. That’s okay.”

Sasha heard Mia take a deep breath. “It sounds like he’s depressed.”

“I think he might be.”

“Do you want the number of my therapist? She’s Canadian, but otherwise she’s great.”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ve also got this playlist that I listen to when I’m sad. It’s all these songs they play at the Avon Three-Day Breast Cancer Walk. Or, ohhhh, what about Lexapro? Lexapro is great.”

“Maybe let’s start with the name of the therapist?”

“Hold for a sec.” Sasha’s phone chimed. “Okay. Sent it.”

“Thank you. This has been very helpful.”

She set her phone on the sink. Then she dunked her hair into the shower to make it wet. She didn’t want Theo getting suspicious. She also wondered if he would even notice.

In large part Sasha agreed with Mia’s assessment that Theo’s comments were anachronistic and gendered. And under normal circumstances, she would have reminded him of that, then probably slammed a few doors and said something twice as mean; but now, standing face-to-face with herself in the mirror as she dried her hair, she did her best not to get offended. It was clear to her that her husband was going through something that she was struggling to understand—that the loss of his job had jarred his confidence in other parts of his life. He wasn’t eating nearly as much as he usually did; it was not uncommon to hear him crying in the shower; she often had to coax him out of bed. It seemed absurd to Sasha that losing a job could cause all this, but here they were. She could blame any number of things—the New York real estate market, reclusive Dutch architects, late capitalism—but blaming things didn’t solve the problem.

As she tried to bring Theo back into himself, she found her mind split in two. On one hand, she did her best to see the world through her husband’s eyes. New York was a terrible place, filled with terribly ambitious people. The first question someone asked you when you met them at a dinner party was “What do you do?” and she imagined that suddenly to not have an answer was disorienting, like having your phone’s battery die in the middle of the day. It couldn’t have helped that some of the dumbest people they knew were now the most successful—it certainly hadn’t helped her. She had grown up as the richest of her friends, but now she found herself constantly feeling somewhere in the middle of the pecking order, despite the fact that she was working very hard. Whenever she scrolled through Instagram, Sasha thought of Theo and felt a vicarious rage. How the fuck did someone like Nina Guzman have a house in Sagaponack?

On the other hand, she was getting a little annoyed that he couldn’t get it together. By all accounts they lived very easy lives. They had decent health insurance through the gallery, and they had gotten a sub-three-percent rate on their mortgage. And the fact that Theo was choosing not to focus on all that but was wallowing in self-doubt struck Sasha as indulgent. She wanted to take hold of his shoulders and scream at him, which yesterday was exactly what she had done. They were standing on the street in Tribeca—Theo had gotten the car from the parking garage, and for the next ten minutes they loaded its trunk with a bassinet, and a Pack ’n Play, and enough diapers to clothe Lithuania. Once they were finished, and once Ethan was strapped into his car seat, Sasha had taken the keys from Theo, and directed him to take shotgun.

“Listen to me,” she’d said, setting her jaw. “We are going to go out there, and we’re going to have some fun. Do you hear me? We are going to have some fucking fun.”

The wineglass was full, edging dangerously close to overflowing. Sasha took a sip from its rim, thought about getting some for herself, then decided she needed something stronger to drink. On the opposite side of the kitchen near the door that led to the dining room, there were bottles of liquor lined up inside a cupboard, and now she looked at their labels, one hand set on her hip. There was a bottle of gin, and another of Campari. She decided to make herself a Negroni and then realized there was no vermouth.

“Adam?” she said.

“Yes?”

“Do we have any sweet vermouth?”

“I think I saw some in the study.”

“The study?”

“The den? Whatever you call what’s on the other side of the observatory.”

“Thanks,” she said, “and also, just a reminder—”

“No cilantro. I remember.”



The den had a wet, musky smell. Old leather mixed with rotting books and mildew. On one wall was a painting of waves crashing against a lighthouse. On the other, an ancient television sat in the center of a media console, the shelves above it lined with maritime paraphernalia. A rusted brass compass and a protractor. Twin life-sized seagulls carved from blocks of wood. To the TV’s left, a lamp’s shadow stretched out along a patch of sun on the floor. Sasha crossed to the lamp to turn it on, but when she toggled the switch nothing happened. Rattling the ice in her glass, she spotted a few bottles on a bar cart, next to a mounted spyglass. She was darkening her Negroni with some Martini & Rossi when she heard the floorboards creak.

“Oh, hey.”

It was Mitch Reynolds. He was stripped down to a pair of blue swim trunks, and as he closed the door behind him she watched as they tightened around the crotch.

“Finally,” he said, grabbing her by the ass. With a single, abrupt jerk, he pulled Sasha toward him and began kissing her. His tongue tasted like beer and potato chips. Drops from her Negroni splattered on the floor.

“Stop,” she said. The shutters on the window were halfway open. Through them, she could see slices of Nina Guzman, flouncing around in her gold caftan.

“I can’t,” Mitch said.

“Well, you’re going to have to. Because my husband and child are outside.”

He kissed her again. Sasha put her hand against his chest and pushed him away.

“I keep thinking about that purple dress you were wearing at the Crosby.”

Sasha straightened out the top of her bathing suit.

“It was a red dress.”

“I’m pretty sure it was purple.”

“I don’t own anything purple. Purple makes me look like Barney.”

The truth was she couldn’t remember what she had been wearing when Mitch came up to talk to her at the Crosby Hotel. This was back in May. Earlier in the evening she had gone to an opening at a smaller gallery, one of those after-work events that, before she had a kid, she was stupid enough to dread. On the way home, she’d decided to stop by the Crosby for one last drink. She’d told Theo she would be back by ten, and it was only eight thirty. For once, she had spare time. Pulling her phone from her purse, she took a picture of herself and texted it to Mia, along with the caption Moms gone wild. Immediately she regretted it. She read it back to herself on the screen, where it was unretrievable, and felt like the biggest loser to have ever lived. Then Mia responded with a thumbs-up emoji, which only made her feel worse. Leaning her elbows on the bar, she’d asked a woman in a black shirt to make her a martini, and turned around to look at the rest of the crowd. Mitch Reynolds sat alone at a two-top. He smiled back at her for a few seconds, then stood up.

“Well, hello,” he said.

“Mitch.” Sasha did nothing to hide her annoyance. “Thank God.”

She lifted the toothpick from her martini glass and removed an olive with her teeth. There was a seat next to her on which she had placed her coat, and now she found herself moving it so he could sit down. She finished her martini and ordered another one, and he got one for himself as well. Since they had last seen each other he had moved to Los Angeles, and then come back again—he had started his own fund with a few guys he used to work with at Goldman, he said, and a week ago had closed on a condo in DUMBO. Mitch was a very difficult person to like, but as he spoke, the details pleasantly washed over Sasha. She realized that she didn’t really care what he was saying—she was just happy to be talking to a functioning adult.

“I probably paid too much for it, but the views are incredible.” Mitch angled himself toward her. “You can see three bridges.”

Sasha twirled her olives. “Three bridges,” she said, and didn’t recoil when his hand brushed her knee. “That’s really something.”

Was he attractive? Sure—why not. He was nowhere near as beautiful as Theo, but he had a strong jaw and sturdy neck, the sort of cartoonishly good-looking features that she bet read well in a conference room. What was more important was how she felt as she talked to him. For the past twelve months, she had given herself over to either producing a child, birthing a child, or feeding a child. Theo hardly noticed when she was around anymore, and seemed to have been drained of any sexual appetite. But now here was Mitch, staring at her with his big blue eyes, like Sasha was still someone who deserved to be stared at. Here was a man with whom there was still something left to imagine.

“And you live in this spectacular apartment all alone?” she asked him.

Mitch grinned. “Just me and my three bridges.”

Sasha looked at her watch: it was nine o’clock. She ate the last of her olives.

She said, “Sounds lonely.”

The sex was not good—he fucked like they were being filmed by a multiperson camera crew. She wasn’t supposed to be having it, though, so despite how objectively bad it was, it was also the best sex of her life. When they were finished, Sasha experienced a wave of guilt, followed by an all-consuming relief. Mitch’s apartment was a place she wasn’t supposed to be—it was like she was twenty-two again, slipping into the Explorers Club or beneath a velvet rope, and whenever she was there she felt like a real person, as if she had found her way back to herself. Lately she had been having this strange experience of waking up in the middle of the night not knowing who she was—that was the only way to describe it. The feeling wasn’t figurative, but literal: when she looked around her bedroom in Tribeca, she didn’t recognize her life. How had she become so old, so young? It was as if she had taken over the body of another character—one who was a wife and a mother—and was now expected to play its part. But recently the lines of dialogue had diminished, and what she had been left with was a set of camera angles and stage directions and a script that she couldn’t remember ever having been given.

Which probably explained why she kept going back to DUMBO, where she let Mitch lie on top of her and grunt performatively. For that matter, it probably explained why she was letting him kiss her again now, as the ice melted in her Negroni and Ethan cried outside. She wasn’t proud of it. She loved Theo, and she knew what she was doing was wrong, but to stop now felt like another kind of defeat. She saw on her horizon a long line of diminishing opportunities. If at one point there had been a thousand paths available to her, each choice she made had slashed that figure in half, and then in half, and then in half again. And every day those choices were becoming more pressing, more critical, more necessary—every day she felt like there was a gun pressed up against her temple, demanding that she limit her already limited future.

Reaching between her legs, Mitch pushed aside the bottom of Sasha’s swimsuit and slipped a finger inside of her. Biting her lip, she pressed her forehead against his shoulder. Then she heard Marco’s voice upstairs and she shoved him away.

“Were you surprised that I ended up coming?” Mitch asked.

“That’s one word for it.”

“When Richie texted me that you were all going to be out here, I was like, eh, we’ll see, I don’t want to spend Labor Day in some shitty rental. But then he mentioned that you were going to be here, and I thought, well, that changes things.”

“It didn’t have to, you know.”

With another theatrical laugh, Mitch took a step toward Sasha. He kissed her again, nearly choking her with his tongue. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Not here,” she said. “I’m serious.”

“That’s going to be very difficult. What if I sit next to you at dinner? My hands might just—”

“Then don’t sit next to me, Mitch. It’s a very big table.”






2:35 PM Marco

Marco shut the door to the bedroom. Then he sat on the edge of the bed, balancing Ava’s feet on his knees so he could get a better look at her.

She was crying now—like, really crying—and as he searched for the various causes (smelling diapers, patting backs, preparing bottles), he found himself wondering what he always wondered, which was how could something so small make a sound that was so big. She weighed all of nineteen pounds—he imagined her lungs were the size of dumplings—and yet the noise that she produced was somehow more piercing, more all-consuming than any he had ever heard.

With her feet still set on Marco’s knees, Ava screwed her face into a tight knot, hiccuping once. Pursing his lips, then frowning back at her, he stood up and gently placed his hand on the back of her head.

He had started to wonder if he was destined to be a terrible father. Nothing was ever right—he was always doing something horribly, incorrigibly wrong. His swaddles were too loose, he bought the cheap brand of diapers, the banana chunks were too big. Honestly, Marco, how was an eight-month-old supposed to eat chunks of banana that big? When he was twenty-three, he’d thought that if he worked hard enough and read the right books he would eventually learn to master something, but now that he wasn’t so young he could see that he had misunderstood: there were always going to be plenty of things that he was bad at, and parenting might be one of them. When he walked out of the hospital with Ava he was shocked that no one handcuffed him, or at the very least asked him if he had a permit to raise a child, and that fear persisted through the first few weeks he was home.

But now that they had settled into the chaos, he wondered if the problem wasn’t him, or at least not only him, but also that he had married a doctor. Emily treated parenthood as a constant state of triage. It was as if everything she’d learned in medical school had resurfaced, and was being projected onto Ava. This was frustrating on two fronts: 1) Emily was not a pediatrician—she cut out sections of diseased colons; and 2) despite not being a pediatrician, she still—obviously—knew more than Marco. He found it impossible to contradict her when she corrected him, which happened upward of four million times a day. The result was that he felt himself caught between two distinct roles: he was a parent; he was also being parented. Emily acted as the attending physician, and he the lowly intern. It was a side of his wife that he hadn’t seen before, and that he was trying to reconcile with what their marriage had looked like before their daughter arrived; it also made him feel like shit. Because despite Emily’s constant needling, Marco was trying very hard. And he was doing it because, even though her nose was now pouring snot all over his bare shoulder, he loved his daughter. The milky scent of her skin, the pink bow of her mouth—sometimes he found himself staring at Ava, filled with a new, terrifying love, wondering how she’d come out so perfect. This was the reason that Emily’s comments stung so much. He was doing the best that he could, and yet his best never seemed to be enough. It was impossible to say any of this, though, because Emily had actually given birth to Ava, and breastfed her, and taken more time off from work than he had, so to complain about any particular difficulty he was facing felt trivial in comparison. So he kept his mouth shut. He simultaneously loved his life while wondering if the sum of it was worth the sacrifices that it required.

Ava wailed again.

“Hush,” Marco said. “Please.”

He brought her to the window, opening the shutters and looking down on the lawn. In a syrupy, mawkish voice he’d never thought he was capable of, he began reciting a list of everything he saw.

“And that’s a swimming pool,” he said. “And that’s Daddy’s old roommate, Richie, and that’s a tree, and that’s the grass, and that’s a cloud that looks like a sex toy, and that’s Nina Guzman, who kills teenagers.”

This—the recitation of the world around him; the pointing out of obscenely obvious facts—was but one of the many tools in his arsenal to stop Ava’s bawling. The others included performing a sort of manic mamba with a bright-pink rattle, playing peekaboo with a box of Emily’s Kashi, and doing impressions of a fictional hippopotamus, a beast named Herbert that Marco had created one morning after a wholly sleepless night. He jumped up and down like an orangutan on speed and made big, grotesque faces, all for the satisfaction and approval of this tiny, helpless being. Occasionally he would reach his wit’s end with it all. As Ava bawled harder, and as his efforts proved more and more futile, Marco would look at her and say, “You know, you’re really being an asshole.” For an instant it would make things better, because she was, legitimately, being an asshole, but then Ava would cry harder, and Marco would feel guilty, and they would start the whole dance again.

“And that’s Daddy’s ex-girlfriend, Mia. And that’s her douchebag of a boyfriend, Lev.”

Ava hiccuped again, then stopped crying for long enough to let out a little laugh.

Marco pressed his nose to the top of her head.



He’d only met Lev once. Last summer he and Mia had come down to Washington, and a few days before they arrived, Mia texted Marco to ask if he and Emily wanted to get dinner. They were back in semiregular communication by that point, though in this text her tone was buoyant, if not overly friendly, which hurt Marco in a way that he hadn’t expected. He thought their history precluded an excessive use of exclamation points.

They’d gone to a French restaurant on Fourteenth Street that Lev had selected, and that Marco thought was overpriced. It was loud and decorated like a Parisian bistro, with red banquettes and hard wooden chairs. Blond women in pastel blouses and white pants gathered near the bar, sipping pink drinks from shallow champagne coupes. At a table in the corner, a congresswoman from California sat with a man in a gray suit. Lev excused himself to say hello to her, and when he came back he made a disparaging comment about her marriage. Mia laughed loudly and immediately looked at Marco. Marco said: “I think our table is ready.”

Emily was nearing the end of her first trimester, and was still occasionally getting nauseated. Lev ordered a dozen oysters and steak tartare for the table. Mia leaned over to whisper something to him, and in a jocular voice he said, “Well, she doesn’t have to eat any of it, then.” Mia’s cheeks turned a light shade of red as she sipped from her water. A waiter arrived with their drinks and a basket of thinly sliced bread.

“So whereabouts do you both live?” Lev asked.

“Over on Capitol Hill,” Emily said.

“Ah, yes. Very nice.” He put his arm around the back of Mia’s chair and sipped from his martini. “Very livable.”

Emily smiled; Marco ran butter across a piece of bread. It was easiest to assume that Lev was being complimentary, and yet in the comment Marco heard an unmistakable undercurrent of condescension, as if livable was something a neighborhood was not supposed to be, and implied a certain degree of provincialism. He found himself becoming defensive. He thought: What’s so fucking special about New York?

Emily said, “We like it—it’s very quiet,” at the same time Marco said, “What brings you to town?”

Mia unfolded her napkin and set it on her lap. “I’m working on a story on the administration’s plan to withdraw the U.S. from the Paris Agreement. I could have done it from New York, but we figured it was a nice excuse to get out of town.”

“When was the last time you were here?” Emily asked.

“Oh God. Probably two years ago?”

“Well, it’s changed a lot since then.”

Their food arrived. Marco watched as Lev cut into his steak, red juices pooling around the edges of his plate. After a little while Mia began to talk about people from college. Theo was still working at the real estate company, where he was overseeing the development of a large residential building on the Upper East Side; Sasha had been promoted to director of the Barbara Golden Gallery, on Twenty-Sixth Street. Courtney Paulson and her husband didn’t have any kids, and Mitch Reynolds had made an even more obnoxious amount of money by getting in on the ground floor of a subscription razor business and was living in Los Angeles.

“How’s the World Bank?” Mia asked.

Marco lifted his shoulders. “Demoralizing. I got an offer from a lobbying firm. We’ll see.”

A waiter circled the table to refill their glasses of water. Mia nodded, as if she were considering Marco’s options herself, which made him miss her with a specific, gnawing pain. Lev cut off another piece of steak. His phone chimed.

“Have you heard from Richie?” Mia asked.

“He called after he got back from California. It was like talking to a different person.”

“He called me too.”

“I’m really proud of him.”

“I am too. I just hope that he can—”

Lev laughed, his phone lit up in his hand.

“Oh, man,” he said. “You guys have to hear this.”

He began reading the text that he had received, which was from a source of his. Marco cut an endive in half, and then quarters. The source was a well-known political operative who was currently under investigation. He had sent Lev a joke about Angela Merkel. It wasn’t particularly funny, and was objectively misogynistic. As Lev read it, Marco ate a piece of endive: he was having a difficult time parsing who he was angrier at, Lev or Mia. His immediate impulse was to physically harm Lev. He hated him, and he wanted to take him outside and smash his face against the curb. But he was also furious at Mia. How could she not see how terrible he was? And how could she allow herself to become so small around him? It was the opposite of who she had been when they were together, and seeing the transformation saddened Marco in a way that he didn’t understand. He kept trying to make eye contact with her, hoping that he might see in her face some kind of explanation. She kept her gaze focused on her plate.

Lev reached the joke’s punchline and didn’t seem to notice that he was the only one laughing.

“Look, I know Steve’s crazy, but he’s also one funny son of a bitch.” He tossed his napkin on the table. “Where’s the bathroom? I need to take a piss.”

Emily pointed him toward the back of the restaurant. Mia speared a green bean with her fork, then set it down on the side of her plate.

“I’m sorry. He does this sometimes. He gets excited, and wants to impress people with who he knows. A few months ago we were at a dinner party in Brooklyn and he got drunk and called Cher on speakerphone.”

“What was she like?” Emily asked.

“I don’t know.” Mia ate her green bean. “She didn’t pick up.”

When dinner was over, they said good-byes on the street corner—Lev kept one hand pressed against Mia’s back as she gave Marco a swift peck on the cheek. Emily ordered an Uber to take them back to Capitol Hill. Once they were home she told Marco that she was tired, and that she hadn’t known listening to one man speak could be so exhausting, which was really saying something because she worked with mostly male surgeons. Marco said good night, kissing her on the crown of the head. Then he’d poured himself a glass of bourbon and sat down on the couch in the living room. The television’s remote control was next to him, and he had every intention of watching something, but he never got around to turning it on. Instead he drank his bourbon and stared at his reflection and waited to be rescued from ambivalent conclusions.




A fan spun slowly from the ceiling. Its route was uneven, and each time it rotated, there was a barely perceptible click. Marco listened to it, his vision blurring, and suddenly realized that the click was the only thing he was hearing. There was no more crying; Ava had fallen asleep in his arms, her body turning heavy. Her lips were drawn, and her hands were curled in fists against his chest. Marco looked at her for a moment longer, his breath finding its own rhythm. The ceiling fan whirred, its blades chasing each other; he put his lips to Ava’s head and brought her to the window. Outside the glass, a sparrow hopped on the roof, inspecting spaces between the shingles. Late-afternoon light reflected off the surface of the swimming pool, and on the far end of the lawn, Richie picked up a bocce ball, throwing it low and fast across the grass. Clouds swelled in the distance, high above the tops of the trees. Marco brought Ava closer to him.

He laid her down in her travel crib, pulling his hand away from the back of her head. Then as quietly as he could he repositioned the baby monitor and left the room. His intention was to go back outside, but as he walked down the stairs he reconsidered it. He knew that as soon as he stepped foot into the pool, Emily would assault him with questions about whether he’d remembered to turn on the white-noise machine that she had brought, or whether Ava had needed a change of diaper, and if so, whether he’d remembered to rub cream on the last bits of a rash that was healing on her left thigh. Regardless of how he answered the questions, she would still feel the need to leave the pool and check on Ava herself, which she would do while making a flippant comment to Sasha about Marco’s haphazard parenting. The thought of all that was exhausting, and to avoid it he stopped in the house’s observatory, where he sat on a wicker chair and began scrolling through emails on his phone. Three sides of the room were made of glass. Heat radiated from the sunbaked floor, and as he ran his thumb across the device’s screen, Marco felt sweat gathering in the creases of his arms. He was looking at his calendar for the next two weeks when Mia walked in.

“Oh.” She wore a pair of thin black flip-flops. The tops of her thighs were pink. “What’s up?”

“Catching up on some work stuff.”

“Do you know which way the bathroom is? I keep getting lost.”

“I think it’s behind you, over on the other side of the living room.”

Mia nodded. She glanced in the direction Marco was pointing, then came to sit down in the chair next to him. A blade of grass clung to her elbow. Marco darkened the screen of his phone and set it in his lap.

“So when did you guys get up here?” she asked.

“This morning. We stayed with Emily’s parents in South Orange last night.”

“That sounds nice.”

“She insisted.”

Mia crossed her legs. The wicker had left faint red lines on the side of her thigh. They both looked out through the glass walls and into the backyard.

Marco said, “You cut your hair.”

“A few months ago.” Mia ran her hand through it. “It was getting in the way.”

“I like it. It looks…”

“It looks what?”

“I don’t know. Chic.”

The word felt strange in his mouth. Mia laughed.

“Ava’s adorable, by the way.”

“Oh, thanks.”

“How’s it going?”

“I don’t know. I know I’m supposed to say great, so let’s just say that, let’s just say great.” Sweat wetted the backs of Marco’s knees. “But yeah, it’s exhausting. I mean, obviously it’s exhausting, because kids are exhausting, and it’s not like I’m the first person to realize that. I guess what I mean is that it’s exhausting in ways that I didn’t expect.” He stopped for a moment, suddenly hearing himself. He realized that he had been waiting to tell her all of this, and now that he had started, he didn’t want to stop. He said: “I’m used to being good at things, but I’m not very good at this, Mia. And the worst part is that when I talk to other parents about it, or, like, my own mom and dad, they just look at me with this pathetic, condescending expression, like, ‘Oh, you’re so cute to think this is novel.’ It just makes me feel like I’m doing it all wrong.”

“You’re not doing it wrong. You’re doing great.”

“Emily doesn’t think so.”

Mia set her hand on his shoulder. She began kneading the muscle with her fingers.

She said, “Well, I do.”

As the sun gradually shifted, Marco could feel a new patch of skin on his left arm becoming hot. He wanted something, but he couldn’t articulate for himself what it was. He wanted her to be happy; he also wanted for her to see Lev as clearly as he did—wanted to wrest part of Mia back for himself, even if there was nothing he could give her in return. She pressed her fingers into the side of his neck, and he turned his head to one side.

Quietly he said, “Lev seems like a real winner.”

Mia’s fingers stopped moving and he turned to look at her.

“Thanks,” she said. “That means a lot.”

She was smiling, her eyes wide and grateful, and Marco felt her fingers working again. He was such an idiot—when had it become so impossible to be direct? To say what he actually meant? He closed his eyes. His mouth was dry. Mia hit a nerve and he winced.

“What about you?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

Mia withdrew her hand.

“What about me?”

“Do you think you’ll ever have kids?”

“Oh. Ha, no.”

“You sound pretty sure.”

“Because I am. I’m way too selfish. I like going out to dinner too much. Can we please talk about something else?”

“I don’t think you’re selfish.”

“Well, I am. And Lev doesn’t want them either. So there’s that too.”

“Well, then maybe Lev’s not the right person for you.”

He said the words without really thinking, and immediately Mia flinched. The patch of skin on his arm got warmer.

“I don’t mean because of the kid thing,” he said. “I mean generally.”

She stood up from the chair, her mouth hardened to a thin line.

“It’s nice to know you can still do that,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Ruin a nice moment.”





3:30 PM Richie

A line of clouds was growing to the west. Their tops were white, but their undersides were blue and green. Richie looked up at them, shielding his eyes with one hand. He was trying to figure out which way they were moving when Nina said, “Um, hello, earth to Richie, it’s your turn.”

Five bocce balls dotted the lawn, two red, two blue, and one yellow. There was one dark jack, the target that they were aiming for. Richie tossed his last ball. After bouncing once, it knocked Nina’s out of the way, then nestled up against the target. It was his eighth win in a row.

“This is getting ridiculous.” The stacks of gold bracelets on Nina’s wrists jingled as she brought her hands to her hips. “Like, it’s not fun anymore.”

Rami walked down the lawn and started collecting the balls.

“Maybe we can handicap him or something,” he said.

“What if we blindfolded him?”

Rami dumped the balls onto the grass at their feet, next to Nina’s half-empty bottle of Sancerre.

“We should definitely blindfold him.”

On his chair near the kitchen, Lev took a sip of something brown, then turned the page in a biography of Mao Zedong.

“Sure.” Richie shrugged. “Blindfold me.”

They used Nina Guzman’s scarf, which was silk and Hermès and had up until this point been looped around her wrist. Rami tied it, and when the fabric draped across Richie’s nose, he nearly gagged on the sandalwood of Nina’s perfume.

“You’re at least going to have to give me some indication of where the jack is,” he said. “Otherwise I’m going to smack someone in the head.”

Nina threw the jack. Richie heard a soft thud.

“It’s at your ten o’clock,” Rami said, placing a heavy ball in Richie’s right hand. “Or maybe, like, ten thirty.”

Richie turned a few degrees to his left. Birds chirped in the trees above him. He licked his lips, took a small step forward, and tossed the ball. A moment later, when he lifted the scarf an inch, he saw the ball pressed up pleasingly against the jack.

“Holy shit,” Rami said. “I mean, really. Holy shit.”

Nina linked her hands behind her neck. “Total fluke. I bet you can’t do it again.”

But he did, and this time with no help from Rami. Nina sucked her teeth.

“It’s not fair,” she said. “You haven’t had a bottle of Sancerre.”

Richie decided to let that one go.

He had always thought that the worst part about getting sober would be the twelve steps he would have to take to prove that he was sober. But it turned out that wasn’t true, and that the real worst part was also, confusingly, the best part: his life really had improved without alcohol. It felt like an insult, like a giant I told you so from the universe. Every day he woke up refreshed and well rested; his abdominals were clear and defined; he was saving an obscene amount of money by not purchasing drinks, and also by resisting the foolhardy purchases that those drinks often inspired (first-class flights to London; eight pairs of the same three-hundred-dollar sneakers; more drinks). He had also discovered that he was surprisingly good at things. Sometimes this was on account of everyone else being drunk; other times eluded explanation. Substances had repressed his natural abilities, and now that those substances were gone, everything came a little easier. Running, crosswords, boutique fitness classes, bocce. When was the last time he had played it? He couldn’t remember—probably because he had been wasted—yet now here he was, winning game after game after game. Everyone was surprised by it, and that included Richie.

When it came to the steps themselves, he’d discovered that some of them were easier than others. For example, he worried that the first one—admitting that he had a problem—would be a challenge, but he breezed right past it. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t cured a hangover with a screwdriver, and he kept a bottle of Smirnoff in his backpack. There was only one word to describe a person like that. Steps two and three were a little harder. He had never met a Higher Power that hadn’t let him down with its hypocrisy, so the idea of suddenly turning his life over to a newfound faith struck him as basically impossible, like being asked to skate across an iceless lake, or to speak fluent Japanese. Still, he needed something, or he would never make it all the way to twelve. So after many nights he landed on the will to survive—the blunt drive to make it from one day to the next one, even when every cell within him was begging to call it quits. For Richie, this would have to be it: the belief that, despite all evidence to the contrary, tomorrow would be better, and that the opportunity to see the sun rising above the water towers of Manhattan was a reason to try a little harder today.

After that: a stringing together of fearless moral inventories; a tearful admission of faults; a pleading for the removal of sticky character defects. The creation of lists of persons he had harmed, which was followed by stilted, direct attempts to make amends. This Roster of the Wronged included, but was not limited to: Satya Patel (for spilling a margarita on her shoes); Sasha (for blacking out during his speech at her wedding); Theo (for more or less the same thing); and Nina Guzman (for too many things to count). There was Jackie Miami, which felt counterintuitive but necessary, along with his mother, and his stepfather, and Mia, and a whole host of other friends and half-strangers he had drunkenly trampled over.

Also, there was Adam. One Saturday this past spring, Richie had asked him if he wanted to take a walk around Red Hook, on the waterfront in Brooklyn. It was a neighborhood he didn’t know that well, and he hoped the absence of memories might make the job easier. The last time Richie had seen Adam was when he had come to bail him out of the precinct near South Street Seaport; that was a week before he went into recovery, which now felt both very far away and also nauseatingly close. It was a warmish day, but the wind coming off the bay counteracted the sun, and Adam showed up wearing a thin black fleece. They walked down Ferris Street until they reached a park overlooking the water. There they found a set of benches that afforded views of Governor’s Island and, farther west, the Statue of Liberty. The sun was low in the sky, and the windows of the Financial District shone red and gold. Richie asked Adam how work was going, and with a hint of embarrassment Adam said, “No, yeah, it’s actually going pretty well.” They sat there, the sun sinking lower and lower, until they both decided it was getting a little too cold, at which point they doubled back to the Red Hook Tavern on Van Brunt Street. They took a table by the window. Adam ordered a hamburger, and Richie a side of french fries.

“I want to apologize,” he said, once they were halfway through the meal. He had been sitting on the words for the better part of three hours, and he was surprised by how easily they came out.

“For what?”

“For everything, I guess.”

“You don’t have anything to apologize for.”

“Okay.” Richie wiped grease from his hands. “I mean, that is factually not true.”

Adam turned a ketchup bottle over and tapped on its side with the heel of his right hand.

“I can never seem to do this right.”

Richie took the bottle. He knocked it once and a glob of ketchup fell onto Adam’s plate.

“I was a bad boyfriend. I took you for granted, and I treated you like shit.”

“You were going through a rough time.”

“I cheated on you more times than I can even remember.”

“You were sick, Richie.”

“When we were living together, I stole a hundred dollars from you. You had it sitting in that bowl you used to keep on the dresser—just this wad of cash. I just took it.”

“Maybe you needed it.”

“I didn’t need it. I took it just to take it. Just because I could.”

“I accept your apology.”

With more force than he intended, Richie said, “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. That’s not really what this is about.”

“But I want to. Why wouldn’t I?” Adam took another bite. He said, “I swear to God, this is the best hamburger in New York City.”

Adam swallowed. He picked up a knife and began carefully spreading the ketchup over the half of the hamburger bun that he hadn’t eaten. To his surprise, Richie found himself becoming angry. He wanted to continue listing all the ways he had been a dick to Adam, right up until the moment where something shifted in Adam’s face, and he was overcome by the same rage that Richie had felt for the last decade. He wanted Adam to yell, and to tell Richie that he was unforgivable.

Part of the reason for all this was that he still loved Adam, and he thought that if Adam was hurt enough to be angry at him, then that would mean that Adam might love him too. He also couldn’t understand how someone could be so good and so kind, particularly after everything Adam had been through. He wanted to crawl inside that kindness and break it open, if only to see what shape it took when it fell apart.

“Don’t you have a birthday coming up?” Adam asked.

“Not until August.”

“It’s weird that we’re almost thirty-five. I don’t feel thirty-five. Do you?”

“Honestly? Yes.”

“You should do something to celebrate.”

“I’m trying to do less celebrating these days.”

“Okay, then something easy.” Adam set both his elbows on the table. There was a spot of ketchup to the left of his mouth. “What if we got a place out east over Labor Day?”

“I think that would be pretty expensive.”

“I’m good at finding cheap places on Airbnb.”

“The apartment you found in Mexico City didn’t have a door, Adam.”

“The pictures were misleading. Look, I’ve decided. We’re doing this. I’m going to look as soon as I get home. It’s going to be fun! I promise.” Adam finished what was left on his plate. Standing up, he tossed his wallet on the table, next to his empty plate. “I’m going to the bathroom. And don’t you dare think about paying for this. You only ordered fries, which you’ve barely touched.”

He walked toward the back of the restaurant. Richie looked down at Adam’s wallet. It was an overstuffed leather billfold, and without really thinking he reached over what remained of his fries to pick it up. Inside there was a corporate American Express, a Chase Visa, twenty-four dollars in cash, and five different business cards. He flipped through them one by one, and as he was returning the stack to the wallet, he saw a yellow Post-it note, folded in half and stuck behind Adam’s driver’s license. On it, he had written a quote with a blue pen that was losing its ink: I can bear any pain, it said, as long as it has meaning. When their server arrived with the bill, he’d given her one of his own credit cards. Then he’d slipped the Post-it note back into Adam’s wallet and returned it to the other side of the table.

In Amagansett he crouched down, picking up another bocce ball, this one red, and brushed a bit of dirt from its face.

“What if we make him throw it with his feet?” Rami said.

Nina asked: “How do you throw something with your feet?”

“Isn’t throwing something with your feet called kicking?” Richie said.

“Not technically.”

“What about his left hand?” Nina adjusted her bracelets, pushing them up her arm. “We could make him throw it left-handed.”

“I’ve been throwing it left-handed.”

Rami stretched his arms above his head. Dark circles of sweat stained his armpits.

“Okay, what about this,” he said. “What if we spin him around really fast, get him good and dizzy.”

“Interesting.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Rami raised a hand. “This is even better. What if instead of spinning him, we have him do cartwheels?”

“Oh, that’s good.”

Richie pushed the scarf up an inch with his finger. He said, “Cartwheels is where I draw the line.”

“Lame.”

“Fine. Spinning around it is.”

Nina took off her sunglasses. “Do not fall and fuck up that scarf, Richie.”

“No one’s going to fuck up your scarf, Nina.”

Rami placed both his hands on Richie’s shoulders.

“Okay,” he said, “here we go.”

The world spun around him, its sounds blending to a pleasant whoosh. Then, before anyone could tell him which way he was facing, and as the earth sank and lifted in waves beneath his feet, he tossed the ball with a little added verve.

He heard the sound of something shattering. A man screaming, “Fucking fuck.”

Nina said, “Oh, shit.”

Richie lifted her scarf. Near the kitchen, Lev was holding his hand to his face. Blinking twice, Richie refocused the world, merging it back into a singular version of itself. He saw glass in shards at Lev’s feet, and bourbon dripping from the ends of Lev’s hair. The bocce ball lay a few feet away.

“I should probably go get some ice,” Rami said, and began jogging toward the kitchen.






7:00 PM Mia

Mia placed her fingertips on Lev’s forearm, interrupting him. He turned to face her and smiled, his swollen eye pinching shut.

“Can you pass me the salt?” she asked.

“The what?”

“The salt.”

She pointed to a blue saltshaker, shaped like a dolphin balanced on its tail. Lev grabbed it by the fin and set it next to her plate.

“Anyway.” He looked around the table. “Where was I?”

“The toilet,” Nina said. “You’d just gotten onto Elton John’s private jet, and you clogged the toilet.”

“Right, right, right. Oh God. Maybe I shouldn’t tell this story.”

“No way.” Mitch Reynolds wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. He was sitting to the left of Sasha, and as he set his elbows on the table she moved her wineglass out of the way. “You have to now.”

“It’s so embarrassing.”

“Yeah, no shit. That’s why you have to.”

Chuckling to himself, Lev shook his head. Then he took a deep breath. “Okay, so…”

Dinner was in full swing. Half-emptied lobster shells littered the table. There was also a loaf of sourdough bread from a local bakery with only its heels remaining, and wide wooden bowls smeared with traces of vinaigrette, and a flat white plate holding a single piece of charred zucchini, and another bowl, this one steel, filled with a salad made from tomatoes and grilled corn. To Mia’s left, Sasha picked green cilantro leaves out from beneath a cube of feta cheese, adding them to a growing pile on the rim of her plate. Lightning flashed outside. As she sprinkled salt onto her corn from the dolphin’s blowhole, Mia began counting to herself silently. Five seconds later she heard the one-two crack of thunder.

The storm had started a few hours ago, as Mia was sitting with Lev in their bedroom upstairs. With one hand she had a towel filled with ice pressed against his left eye, and with the other she was rubbing his shoulder. Rain splattered against the leaves of the trees outside, sporadically at first, and then with an increasing and constant ferocity. She heard voices yelling. A door slammed downstairs.

“He didn’t mean to do it,” Mia said. “They were playing a game.”

“I believe you, but unfortunately my eye doesn’t really care about intent.”

She removed the towel. The beginnings of a bruise were forming on much of the left side of Lev’s face, a circular red spot the size of a bocce ball. A bit of dried blood clung to the side of his nostril. His eye was nearly swollen shut.

“Emily says she doesn’t think your nose is broken, so that’s something.”

“Do you have a mirror?”

“Hold on.”

Mia put the towel in Lev’s hand, and then when he didn’t do anything with it, she guided it back up to his eye. She unplugged her phone from where it was charging, opened up its camera function, and held it so that Lev could inspect his face.

“Jesus Christ,” he said.

“I really don’t think it’s that bad.”

“You really don’t think it’s that bad?”

“I guess what I mean is, it’ll get better.”

A gust of wind rattled the windows. Downstairs Theo yelled, “How does a house this close to the beach not have any towels.”

Lev took the phone from Mia, tilting it to various angles.

“I’m supposed to interview Sally Yates at the festival. I can’t go up there looking like this.”

“The festival is in, like, October, Lev. I think you’ll be fine by then.”

“So, what, you’re a doctor now?”

“No, but I’ve had a bruise before.”

He darkened the phone and dropped it to the floor.

“This isn’t a bruise. This is disaster.”

“Tell me what can I do.”

“Give me an Ativan.”

“I don’t have any Ativan.”

“There are three gay men and four graduate degrees in this house. Someone has Ativan.”

Mia set her hands on her thighs. She had yet to change out of her bathing suit, and her skin was greasy with sweat and sunscreen.

“I think Theo does,” she said, and stood up from the bed. “He won’t mind.”

Down the hall, she opened up doors until she found the right room, then went into the adjoining bathroom and began searching through Theo’s Dopp kit. In it she found toothpaste, deodorant, floss, a pacifier, bottles of Propecia and Lexapro, and then, finally, the Ativan. Mia removed the bottle’s cap. She was glad that Lev had come, but also a little bit not. She hadn’t seen all of her friends in a while, and with Lev there she felt like she couldn’t entirely be herself around them. There was a part of her that was always trying to figure out how he was seeing everything. She would predict Lev’s opinions, and find herself becoming hypercritical and embarrassed; Sasha would say something about a Bravo show they both watched, and immediately Mia would glance at Lev and then think, Oh my God, Sasha, shut up. What made it all worse was that whenever Mia noticed that she was thinking this way, she grew more angry with herself for being so judgmental in the first place. She wished everyone could make things easier for her, and became annoyed when they didn’t, which, in turn, amplified the annoyance she was feeling toward herself. Cupping her palm, she shook out one of the pills from the bottle, and then, after giving it some thought, shook out a second one. She placed it on the center of her tongue, swallowed it without any water, and went back to the bedroom.

At the dinner table Lev continued his story. He said, “So I’m sitting there, and water’s spilling out of the toilet and all over the floor, and Elton’s PA is knocking on the door saying that we need to take off or he’s going to be late for his taping of The Tonight Show, and I’m thinking to myself, okay, what would Shirley MacLaine do in this situation?”

Sasha removed another cilantro leaf from her salad. “Why Shirley MacLaine?”

“Have you ever met Shirley MacLaine?”

“Uh, no. No, I have not.”

“Well, take my word for it: if you do, you will always be thinking to yourself, ‘What would Shirley MacLaine do in this situation.’ Okay, so—”

Rami interrupted, “I think my bigger question is, what did you do to that toilet?”

“Nothing! That’s what was so wild! I literally just took a piss, and not even a very big one. Honestly, it was my first time on a PJ, and I wanted to see what the bathroom looked like.”

“How was it?”

“Fabulous. Just absolutely fabulous. Had a little window and everything. But that’s all beside the point. The point is that water’s spilling over my shoes, and Elton’s going to be late for Tonight, and all I’m trying to think about is how Shirley MacLaine would get out of this mess and still be able to do the interview that I was there to do.”

“So what did you do?”

“Well, for starters I—”

A baby cried. Abruptly Lev stopped speaking. Emily picked up a small gray monitor from the table, squinting at its screen. Then she turned to Sasha and said: “Ava’s asleep. I think that’s you.”

Sasha’s mouth was full. Chewing, she leaned back in her chair; her monitor was on a credenza behind her, and she had to reach an arm back at an awkward angle to retrieve it. As she struggled, Theo stood up. He was a little drunk, and as he pushed his chair out from behind him it fell over to the ground.

“I’ll go,” he said. Then he balled up his napkin and set it on the table, next to a torn-off chunk of sourdough bread.

Lev turned to look at Mia.

He arched an eyebrow as if to say: See?



About six and a half months ago, Mia had developed an aversion to eggs. It happened suddenly. One morning she was hard-boiling two of them for breakfast, which she had done nearly every day for the past four years, and when she began peeling away the shells, her stomach flipped and she ran to the bathroom. After flushing the toilet, she brushed her teeth and took a shower and over the course of the next hour began feeling better and thus forgot about it. But then the next day, as she was salting a yolk, she experienced the same chain of events: the flipped stomach, the fleeing the kitchen, the sudden drop to her knees. It took it happening a third time for her to buy a test and learn that she was pregnant.

She decided she would give herself a week or two before deciding what to do. She went to work like normal, and to dinners with Lev, who never seemed to notice when she passed on cocktails and wine. Occasionally when she was on the subway she would catch herself smiling without realizing it, remembering that she had a secret. She told no one about it, not even Adam or Sasha. She allowed her deliberations to stretch into a month, and then six weeks. Because of her age, her doctor scheduled her for an ultrasound, where she heard the thump of another heartbeat inside of her, and turned to the technician to say: “Oh my God.” Still she told no one. And this decision turned out to be prudent because in the middle of the third month—the tenth week, she would learn, of the pregnancy itself—Mia noticed a concerning amount of blood, and after making another appointment with her doctor, she learned that her secret had died.

“I’m very sorry,” her doctor said. “You should know that with advanced maternal pregnancies, this isn’t that rare. It also doesn’t mean that you can’t have a successful—”

“No, yeah, it’s fine.” The tissue paper on the examining table crinkled beneath Mia. “I was going to talk to you about getting an abortion anyway.”

It was a Friday. She had plans to meet Adam that evening, and then later have dinner with Lev in Greenwich Village. Everywhere she looked she saw children—it was as if in the time that had elapsed during her doctor’s appointment the city had repopulated itself with infants in strollers and toddlers set on their fathers’ shoulders. When she saw them she found herself smiling, not exactly happily, but rather in a heavy way that she couldn’t remember having smiled before. In Chelsea she met Adam at a bar and didn’t bother taking off her coat. He asked if she was all right, and she said, “Yes, just a little cold,” and then ordered two gin martinis, which she drank quickly and guiltlessly, before continuing on to the Italian restaurant on West Eleventh Street where Lev had made their reservation. There was a bar up front and white-clothed tables in the back, and when they sat down at their table a waiter delivered a wooden basket filled with stiff breadsticks and a metal bowl of crudités.

She hadn’t intended to tell Lev anything—she was determined not to be sentimental about something she didn’t want—though over the course of the next ten minutes, she’d found herself recounting what had happened. When she got to the part where she’d discovered she was pregnant, a terrified expression briefly passed over Lev’s face. While he did his best to recover quickly, Mia nonetheless saw it and began to cry. He reached across the table to take her hand, and held it as she used her napkin to dab at her eyes. Their waiter returned to ask if they had made any decisions. Lev looked at Mia, still holding her hand. She didn’t say anything, so he ordered her chicken marsala, with a side of angel-hair pasta and steamed vegetables. When the waiter was gone, Lev said: “I love you,” and then repeated himself, over and over. The sound of his voice drifted to the back of Mia’s brain: she was drunk, and experiencing a new, confusing kind of heartbreak. The grief stemmed not from the event itself, but from the loss of a possibility, a choice that was hers to make until suddenly it was not. But she didn’t know how to explain all of that to Lev without coming off as silly or melodramatic—she wasn’t even sure how to explain it to herself—so instead she listened as he told her that he loved her. When her food arrived, she took a bite of it, but found that she wasn’t much in the mood for eating; she was nauseated, though it was a different kind of nausea than she had experienced with the eggs. She filled her fork, set it down, and drank from a glass of white wine. At one point Lev must have noticed that Mia hadn’t eaten, because once again he reached across the table to take her hand. Gently he ran his thumb across the thin pocket of skin that connected the base of her thumb to her forefinger, and after a few seconds she looked up to meet his eyes.

“Listen to me,” he said. “Serious people don’t have children.”



“And that, my friends,” Lev said, “is what Shirley MacLaine would do.”

There was a fireplace on the other side of the dining room, and it howled as wind filled the chimney. Adam touched his cheek, rubbing his fingers along the stubble of his beard.

“I didn’t realize that’s how airplane toilets work.”

“Neither did I, until I had my hand in one.”

“What did you say when you came out of it?”

“Nothing. About a half an hour later, someone else went in, and Elton blamed her. By that point we were already halfway through the interview and really hitting it off.”

“Did he make it to Tonight on time?”

“With hours to spare.”

Theo returned from upstairs. He sat down next to Sasha and leaned over to whisper something to her.

“What’s he like?” Rami asked.

“Elton, or Leno?”

“Sorry—Elton.”

“Oh, he’s great. Super friendly.” Lev refilled his wine. “You know, you wouldn’t think it, but he’s actually quite the scholar.”

Nina dragged a chunk of bread across her plate, picking up bits of corn and shreds of lobster. She said, “I can totally see that.”

“We talked about Verdi, Tolkien, the messaging around the AIDS crisis. We really hit it off.” For a moment Lev’s voice trailed off, as if he had lost himself in the memory. Then he blinked and came back to earth. Mia felt his hand settle on her knee. A second later he said, “Actually, all of this reminds me: I have a question for the gay people in the room.”

Adam said, “Okay,” at the same time that Richie said, “No, thanks.”

Scooting himself closer to the table, Lev tented his fingers.

“Does it feel like there are more of you now?”

“What does that mean?”

“I mean, it just seems like there are so many of you now. Elton agrees, by the way.”

Mia stood up. She said, “I think it’s time for cake.”





8:30 PM Richie

At half past eight Adam said they should play a game. It was still storming, and there wasn’t much else to do. The television had seven different remote controls, and no one could figure out which one turned on the screen, and everyone was afraid of getting electrocuted by lightning if they went swimming in the pool. A game seemed like their best and only option.

“What kind of game,” Richie asked him.

“What about Monopoly? I think I saw it in the study earlier.”

“There are too many people. Also, it’s a nightmare playing Monopoly with people who went to business school.”

They were standing in the kitchen. Richie had offered to help Adam with the dishes, hoping that it might give them an opportunity to talk, though every time he thought about what he wanted to say he began to feel faint. Adam was drunk, and therefore more garrulous; Richie found himself trying to following the conversational rhythms that he set, and then becoming slightly irritated when they abruptly changed. A towel was draped over his shoulder. Richie’s hands were covered in suds.

“Okay, then what about Scrabble?” Adam suggested.

Richie shook his head. “I didn’t see any Scrabble.”

They decided on Celebrity. Adam found a large metal mixing bowl, and cut three sheets of paper into thin strips with a pair of cooking shears. Richie divided the party into two roughly equal teams.

Adam said, “We should make a rule where couples aren’t allowed to be on the same team.”

“Yeah, that’s good.” Richie chewed for a second on the end of his pen, deciding if he should say what he wanted to say. In the end, he did. “So what do I do with us?”

Adam laughed. He shut off the sink and dried his hands.

“We aren’t a couple anymore. I think we’re allowed to be on the same team.”

In the living room people were having atomized conversations about things like the Mueller investigation and Kendall Jenner’s Pepsi ad. Sasha sat on one of two sofas, flipping through a large coffee table book about architecture in the Hamptons that she had balanced on her knees.

“Okay.” Adam clapped his hands once. “I’ve made an executive decision with the birthday boy. We’re playing Celebrity.”

Nina placed her glass of wine on the coffee table. Her bracelets rattled.

She said, “Oh, I kill at Celebrity.”

Lev lifted his eyes from his phone. He was wearing a pair of thin wire-framed glasses, set halfway down his nose.

“What’s that?” he asked.

Emily laughed. “You’ve never played Celebrity?”

“I have not.”

“Okay, well, it’s a game, obviously.” Adam proceeded to explain the rules. “You write down the names of three famous people onto these scraps of paper, and put them into the bowl. There are two teams. When it’s your turn, you stand up and try to get your teammates to guess the name of the famous person you’ve drawn. The goal is to get as many correct as possible, over the course of three rounds. For the first round, you can do and say whatever you want, so long as you don’t say the celebrity’s name. For the second round, you can do whatever you want, but you can only use one word. For the third round, you can’t use any words, only actions. Okay?”

“Sounds easy enough.”

Lev went back to tapping on his phone. On the other side of the living room, Theo opened another bottle of wine, the cork releasing with a quiet pop.

Adam read off the teams. Pointing to one side of the coffee table, he said, “So, on this side will be me, Sasha, Rami, Marco, and Mia. Over there, we’ll have Richie, Theo, Emily, Lev, Mitch, and Nina.”

Mitch raised a hand.

“Yes, Mitch?”

“I’d like to propose a trade.”

“There aren’t any trades.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Here’s the paper and some pens. Remember, everyone has to come up with three names.”

For the next five minutes they wrote, folding each of the strips of paper in half before placing them in the metal mixing bowl. Because it was Richie’s birthday, it was decided that his team would go first. Adam set a timer for one minute. Emily stood, smoothed down her shirt, and drew the first name.

Frowning, she said, “I actually don’t know who this is.”

“Okay,” Nina said, a little too excitedly. “So just pass and go to the next one.”

She drew another name.

“Oh, okay, yeah.” She began moving one hand in a circular motion. “She’s an actress. She might also be a singer, but she’s definitely an actress.”

“Jennifer Lopez?”

“No. Hm.” Her cheeks began to turn red. “I’m trying to think of how else to describe her.”

Lev asked, “Is she alive or dead?”

“No questions,” Adam said. “That’s against the rules.”

Emily chewed on the edge of her thumb. “She was in that movie with Tom Hanks.”

An alarm rang. Adam said, “Time.”

Placing the slip of paper back into the bowl, Emily turned to face Richie, and then looked at Marco. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m really bad at this.”

The next two rounds went more smoothly. Sasha won seven points, and Nina six. Each of them at one point drew a name that she squinted at, before shaking her head with an exasperated sigh and returning it to the bowl. Eventually Lev said, “He was the British home secretary under Margaret Thatcher,” and Sasha replied, “Yeah, that doesn’t really help.” Outside the rain had lightened to a steady drizzle, and four floor lamps cast the room in a yellow glow. Mitch poured himself a glass of wine from the bottle that Theo had opened, and he and Sasha shared a strange glance that Richie saw though failed to interpret. He was sitting on the floor, with his legs stretched out in front of him and his back propped up against the leg of an easy chair. Across from him, on the other side of the coffee table, Adam sat beside Rami on the couch. Occasionally their knees touched, and each time that happened Richie immediately looked away, as if he had seen something that wasn’t meant for him. But then he looked back again—he couldn’t stop looking back—and a sinking feeling took root in his stomach.

Then from somewhere behind him he heard Emily say, “Marco, I think it’s your turn.”

Rising from the floor, Marco cracked his neck once on each side. He positioned the bowl so it was directly in front of him on the table, then reached his hand into it, leaving it poised among the papers. He looked at Adam, who tapped the screen on his phone as he said, “Go.”

Marco unfolded the first piece of paper.

“Bodyg—” he began to say, and at nearly the exact same moment Mia said, very calmly, “Whitney Houston.”

“Correct.” He reached for another slip of paper. “Left the Shire to—”

“Bilbo Baggins.”

“Yes.” His hand went back to the bowl. “Who’s the—”

“Judith Light.”

“He plays for the Yankees and dated—”

“Alex Rodriguez.”

“Ally McBeal but not Ally Mc—”

“Lucy Liu.”

“I Know Why the—”

“Maya Angelou.”

“Has a fetish for bird—”

“Jonathan Franzen.”

“The dwarf I could never—”

“Bashful.”

“Famous antisemi—”

“Mel Gibson.”

“The Spice Girl we saw at JF—”

“Mel B.”

The round ended a couple names later. Sasha announced that she tallied up sixteen points, and people began laughing. Mitch said, “That’s fucking wild,” and Richie glanced over at Emily. She was smiling, her hands set on her knees, but otherwise she was staying very still; there was a glass of white wine on the floor at her feet, though she had hardly drunk from it. Richie’s right leg began to ache. He bent it toward him, then stretched it out again. Marco and Mia high-fived each other, then began talking in unison, tripping over their words to tell the story of when they saw Mel B waiting in line at a Shake Shack in terminal four of JFK. Emily laughed again, but a few seconds too late.

Lev went next. His cheeks were red from the wine, and even though he was physically no bigger than Theo or even Richie, he seemed to take up much more space. He clapped his hands before the round started, and half crouched into a fighting stance. When Adam started the timer he reached for a slip, read it, and said, “Wait a second, is this someone you all know?” On the couch, Mitch grinned. He shouted, “Courtney Paulson! That’s mine,” and Lev, a little surprised, nodded and placed the piece of paper on the table. Behind Richie, Nina whispered, “Fuck you, Mitch,” in a voice that betrayed a level of hurt that caused him to be embarrassed for her, and also angry. He wanted to tell her to stop making it so easy.

Lev received three points—he stumbled over Ariana Grande, and his round ended.

When finally it was Richie’s turn only a few slips remained. He finished what was left of the seltzer he’d brought with him from the kitchen, then pulled himself to his feet. The timer started. He reached into the bowl and unfolded a scrap that said Shirley MacLaine. It was a very easy clue, particularly given the context of Lev’s story from dinner, but as he prepared to speak he noticed that Rami’s arm was now around Adam’s shoulders, and that the space between them had diminished. There was a fluttering at the base of his throat—he felt himself becoming flustered.

“Um,” he said, “I’m sorry, give me a second to think.”

Suddenly it seemed to him that the room had gotten very quiet. He was aware that people were staring at him, and he was trying to act as natural as he could, though he kept seeing Adam and Rami out of the corner of his eye. He wasn’t trying to look—his gaze seemed to float back there involuntarily, and each time it did he got light-headed and became even more distracted. He began imagining what had happened when Rami went into the kitchen to get ice for Lev’s eye. He saw Rami and Adam talking, and Rami asking Adam if he needed any help, and Rami finding little ways to touch Adam as he walked toward the freezer for ice.

Standing in the living room, he saw Adam’s fingers brush Rami’s thigh. Mia smiled at Richie encouragingly. He felt like he was going to throw up.

“Oh, gosh.” He lifted a hand to his cheek. “Let’s see. Oh! Here we go: she’d know how to fix a toilet on a private jet.”

Nina shouted, “Shirley MacLaine!” and Richie smiled. He said, “Yes, that’s right,” then waited for the round to end before excusing himself to the bathroom, which was down a hallway on the opposite side of the living room. Standing before the sink, he turned on the faucet and splashed a few handfuls of water in his face. His eyes were red, and after looking at himself in the mirror he blotted at his face with a white hand towel. Outside the bathroom door, he heard a baby cry on one of the two monitors, and then Sasha ask if they could all take a break before the beginning of the second round. Richie pressed the towel to his face again. He pictured Adam coming up to him at some point later this evening, and asking him what he thought about Rami. He would tell Adam that Rami was a good person, because that was the truth, and because he owed them both that much, and Adam would respond with such speed and certainty that Richie would realize that the question was a courtesy, and that it was, in fact, entirely irrelevant what he thought. The inevitability of it all overwhelmed him—he felt like he was watching a wave, rising higher and higher until it crashed into a spray of white and blue on the beach. The sides of his face became extremely hot, and for the second time this evening he worried that he was going to be sick. After returning the towel to the rack, he left the bathroom to go outside for a cigarette.

To avoid the crowd in the living room, he took the long way around, circling through the study and the observatory and then out into the backyard. Someone had turned the pool’s lights on, and now it glowed bright blue in a large, dark patch of grass. Wind continued to course through the trees, though in the last twenty minutes the drizzle had become a thick mist. Standing beneath a small awning outside the kitchen, Richie pulled a cigarette from a pack of Camels, shielding a match with his hand to light it. He curled his arms across his chest. Voices carried from inside, and he heard a door quietly open and close. Tapping ash from his cigarette, he turned toward the observatory, where Emily was now sitting alone on a wicker chair. Her back was to Richie; from what he could gather she hadn’t seen him. She leaned over slightly at the waist to rest her elbows on her knees and then she pressed her hands to her face.

Richie watched her. He found himself thinking bitterly of how shortsighted he had been. What had he expected to happen? Did he think that while he was off getting his shit together everyone else was going to stop and wait for him? He saw now that might have been the case. Unwittingly he had convinced himself that his life would fit into an easy narrative trajectory, and that he would be rewarded for doing something hard. But that wasn’t what had happened at all. It might have taken getting sober to realize what he wanted, except now that he had realized it, it was, of course, too late. The wind sent ripples across the pool’s surface. Richie took another drag of his cigarette. He wanted to forget this feeling, to wash it away and leave it behind like all of his other mistakes. But that wasn’t going to happen. Already he could sense it sinking into him, lodging itself in the soft space between his ribs.

Leaning against the wall, he watched as three gnats chased each other beneath an exterior lamp. In the observatory, Emily stood from the wicker chair, smoothing down her shirt and then her hair before pressing a knuckle beneath both of her eyes. Moonlight turned the mist silver, and high above the house a break in the clouds revealed a dark patch of star-pricked night. Richie stared up at it for a few seconds longer. Then he finished his cigarette and went back inside.





9:30 PM Nina

Nina poured some Sancerre into her glass, realized that there was only a splash or two left in the bottle, and decided she might as well top herself off. A few drops dribbled over her thumb and she brought it to her mouth, licking them away.

“So are we going to get this party started again, or what?” she said, and looked around the living room. Mia’s boyfriend was playing around on his phone, and Theo was sitting on the arm of one of the couches, where he was talking to Adam and Rami. No one acknowledged that she had spoken. For a moment she wondered if she actually had, or if she’d simply imagined the words coming out of her mouth. She saw Mia and Marco standing near a window. He had one shoulder leaning against the wall, and she was absently running a hand along the sill, like she was checking for dust. Marco leaned forward an inch and said something that Nina couldn’t hear, and Mia laughed, dropping her chin so her hair fell in her face. Nina sipped from her wine. She thought, I trust that I am likable and worthy of forming meaningful relationships, and walked over to them.

“Hey, guys,” she said.

Mia tucked her hair behind her ear. She glanced at Nina and then at Marco, and already Nina felt a familiar twinge, right at the back of her jaw.

“Oh, hi, Nina,” Marco said.

“What’s the scoop?”

“The scoop?”

“Like, what’s going on?”

“Um, not much? We were just talking.”

“Cool, cool. What about?”

“Nothing, really.”

Slowly Mia lifted both her eyebrows. She ran her fingers along the windowsill and shared another glance with Marco. As naturally as she could, Nina smiled, and a moment later she felt her left cheek start to tremble. It was slight, barely noticeable, though she soon became fixated on it, so much so that the feeling overwhelmed her and she became convinced that Mia was staring at her, wondering why her face was trembling like she had some sort of muscular disorder. I am worthy of connection, she told herself again. My unique qualities make me valuable and interesting to others.

“You guys did so good during the game,” she said. “No, seriously, it was like the best I’ve ever seen and I play a ton of Celebrity.”

“Thanks.”

“Did you practice when you were together?”

“Did we practice playing Celebrity?”

It was a dumb thing to say—she knew it was a dumb thing to say, but it was already out there, buzzing around, and there was no way for her to take it back. Her cheek was still trembling.

She said, “Ha, I’m just saying that would have been super weird.”

“It would have been very weird.”

For an excruciatingly long time no one spoke. The swimming pool glowed outside and Nina heard footsteps directly above her. Seeing her reflection in the window, she noticed that her hair was a little out of whack, so she reached up to fix it, smoothing down strands that had flown away and repositioning it on her shoulders. She couldn’t seem to get it right, so for the next minute she fussed, picking at her hair, her necklace, her caftan, all of which struck her as suddenly and irrevocably wrong.

Earlier today she had spent more than an hour picking out what to wear, and nearly as long getting ready. This was after she had seen Richie’s picture on Instagram, which had prompted her to spend yet another hour wondering whether she should send him a direct message, asking if she could come over for dinner. She had been in bed, over at her house in Sagaponack. It was eleven o’clock in the morning. The night before she had stayed up late watching How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days and then Failure to Launch, all while eating duck ravioli, which she’d ordered takeout from Almond over in Bridgehampton. When she saw the picture on Richie’s grid, she’d propped herself on a pillow, then used two fingers to zoom in; behind her, two framed drawings of Ruth Bader Ginsburg wearing boxing gloves hung on her bedroom wall. Adam Parker was there, along with Sasha and Theo Wingate and some dark-haired guy Nina didn’t know. Richie had written a caption—it said, somehow survived another trip around the sun, which Nina thought was really sweet. Moving her fingers across the screen, she zoomed in on the house behind them and realized that she knew exactly where it was: she had seen it on one of her weekend drives. Without thinking, Nina liked the picture, which suddenly made her feel like a loser, so she immediately unliked it; but then that made her feel even weirder, and she began to worry that Richie had seen that she both liked it and unliked it, so she double-tapped the phone’s screen, liking it again. She decided to FaceTime her mother.

“Oh, baby, just ask him!” her mother said. She was standing in the kitchen of the house where Nina had grown up, in Milburn, New Jersey. Sunlight streamed onto the granite countertops, and behind her, on the island at the center of the room, Nina saw a bowl filled with bright-yellow lemons. Her mother always had bowls of fruit artfully placed around the kitchen. Apples in the fall, oranges in the winter—she said it helped give the space a little life. Nina had always liked that. She had her own bowl of apricots downstairs.

“But, Mom, I don’t know what to say.”

“Be natural about it! Say something like, ‘Hey, dude! I’m in town! How about I swing by with a bottle of something?’ ”

“I don’t think I should say ‘dude.’ ”

“That’s fine.”

“And I think he’s an alcoholic? Like, he goes to AA? So maybe I shouldn’t offer to bring a bottle?”

“How about you make those brownies you made for me for my birthday, then? The ones with the applesauce?”

“I guess I could do that.”

“All it takes is asking, sweetie. Remember, you are worthy of—”

“I know, I know.”

Nina’s mother’s name was Carol Guzman, née Cummings. She had long, full hair that she kept dyed to a honey blond, and which fell down her shoulders in gentle waves. For two years in a row she had been the president of Tri Delta at Ohio State University; she was a lead volunteer on Milburn Township’s recreation commission; and, along with Kathy McManus, she had won the doubles competition of the ladies’ Fourth of July tennis invitational at the Canoe Brook Country Club three years in a row. Next to her bed she kept a cute tear-away calendar that had a new daily affirmation on each page. Last year she’d gotten Nina one of her own, and now Nina kept it next to her bed too.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” Carol asked.

“That he’ll say no? Or that he reads it and doesn’t even respond?”

“Big whoop!” Carol laughed and flipped her hand, like she was swatting down a fly. “Then you can just invite some friends over to have a barbecue of your own!”

Nina smiled, even though she felt like she was going to cry. She and Carol both knew that there were no friends she could invite over, because if there were, Nina wouldn’t have FaceTimed Carol in the first place.

She couldn’t understand what made her so repellent. She considered herself to be reasonably smart, she was very good at her job, and now that she had money she always put effort into wearing cute outfits. But when she was around people in social settings, she lost all sight of those things and felt instead a sort of crippling anxiety, this insufferable need to impress and be liked by them that she couldn’t seem to quash. She heard herself say ridiculous things, and immediately afterward would see herself through everyone else’s eyes. She was a try-hard and a loser—the sort of person that people talked about as soon as she left the room, and whose jokes always killed the momentum of a group text. Things weren’t supposed to be this way. She was supposed to be like her mother, someone whose life was overloaded with love and who felt burdened by too many dinner invitations. She was supposed to have someone to confide in, and instead she was thirty-five and alone.

On her phone’s screen, Nina watched Carol open the refrigerator and take out a pink can of LaCroix.

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” she said. “You’re going to message him right now, while I’m on the phone with you.”

“Mom—”

“No ifs, ands, or buts, missy. Do it.”

Nina sighed. Tapping the screen, she minimized the window with her mother’s face, then returned to Instagram, where she opened up a new direct message to Richie Fournier.

“I’m going to say, ‘Hey! HBD! I’m out east too. Any plans for dinner?’ ”

Carol opened her LaCroix. “I think that’s great, sweetie. Really perfect.”

“Or should I just, like, invite myself?”

“Sure!” Carol smiled. Nina could tell she was losing interest. “I think either way works. The trick is to be yourself!”

At this, Nina frowned: being herself had always been the problem. But then with a deep breath, she wrote a message to Richie, saying that it would be nice to see him, and that she would love to swing by the house. She read it back to herself a few times, changed some periods to exclamation points, and clicked send. For the next five minutes, as her mother talked about Kathy McManus’s backhand, Nina stared at her message. When she saw that Richie had read it, her heart began to beat faster, and when she saw that he was typing a response, she nearly vomited. She was starting to type “it’s totally fine if no!” when his response came though, telling Nina that she was more than welcome to join for dinner. Her mouth was dry, though now a pleasant lightness filled her chest. Then her phone chimed again—she saw that Richie had sent another message: It’ll be nice to see you! When Nina read it, the lightness extended all the way to her toes.

“Mom, he said I could come,” she said.

Carol took another sip from her LaCroix. “I knew he would, sweetie. All you have to do is ask.”

Nina removed the comforter that had been covering her knees.

“I’ve got to go,” she said. “I need to pick out a cute outfit.”

Now, in the living room, Nina ran her hand once more across the front of her caftan. She thought: Maybe that’s the problem, maybe I should have worn something else. Then Mia said, “So, yeah,” and the twinge at the back of Nina’s jaw returned. Smiling as big as she could, she said, “I’m going to freshen up my drink before you two kill it again in the second round!” and then excused herself to go and cry.

The first place she tried was a bathroom down the hall, though when she went to open the door, she discovered that it was locked. She knocked, and a moment later heard Richie say, “Jesus Christ, someone’s in here, okay?” Nina apologized, the pressure behind her eyes growing unbearably strong. She decided that she would climb the stairs at the end of the hallway to see if there was an available bathroom on the second floor. Her sandals clapped against the wood; her bracelets jangled. She wanted to go home and get into bed and see what was on Bravo and FaceTime Carol to say that this had all been a terrible mistake. By the time she reached the top step she could feel tears brimming at the corners of her eyes, and she took a moment to dab at them with the tips of her fingers. Four feet in front of her there was a door, and to her left a window overlooked the trees and a patch of wet roof. The storm had almost entirely passed—the sky was black and silky with moonlight. Nina dabbed at her eyes one more time, took a few steps forward, and pushed the door open.

It wasn’t a bathroom, but rather a bedroom. Inside it, Mitch Reynolds and Sasha lay together at the center of a four-poster bed, both of them naked below the waist. When Nina opened the door, they began to untangle themselves from each other, and the sight was so surprising, so wholly incongruous with what she’d expected to see, that for a moment she felt like she had walked into a darkened theater and found herself in the middle of a movie for which she hadn’t bought a ticket. But then she heard herself say, “I’m so sorry, I thought this was a bathroom?” and the sound of her voice brought her back to her body. Sasha pulled the sheet over her legs and pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes. Mitch yanked up his pants. He walked out of the room, and as he slid past her he said, “Really fucking cool, Nina,” and a few seconds later she heard him clomping down the stairs. There was a baby monitor on the bedside table, and a blue Pack ’n Play in one of the room’s corners, where Sasha and Theo’s son was sleeping. Mitch said something downstairs, and laughter rose up through the drywall. Nina looked at the moonlight spilling across the bedroom’s floor.

“I’ll, like, give you some space,” she said, and began to leave the room when Sasha told her to stop.

“Just wait a second,” she said. And then: “Come here.”

Sasha placed her hands in her lap and curled the white sheet around her fingers. Nina thought for a moment, then quietly closed the door. She sat on the edge of the bed. She wasn’t sure whether to look at Sasha or at the wall.

“This was a huge fucking mistake,” Sasha said.

“Oh, I can leave.”

“I’m talking about Mitch.”

“Yeah. Okay. Right.”

“You won’t say anything?”

“Me? No way.”

For a long time Sasha was quiet.

Then she said, “I really don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t even like Mitch. He’s a fucking douchebag.”

Nina nodded—she didn’t like Mitch either, and had always thought that he was a douchebag too, and to hear Sasha say as much, even given the context, felt intensely gratifying.

“Such a douchebag,” she said.

“He talks about the most boring shit, and has this horrible quality where he presumes that whatever he’s saying is, by default, interesting, even though it never is. He also has this weird smell, like he’s spent all day cutting grass.”

Nina listened, and discovered that she no longer felt like crying, or even leaving. Sasha was confiding in her, was allowing her into a private part of her life and in doing so creating a secret that only the two of them shared. She didn’t know what to say, but she was afraid that if she didn’t respond then Sasha would stop speaking and the moment would be gone forever.

She asked, “So why did you do it?”

Sasha was quiet again, and Nina worried that she had said the wrong thing. But then Sasha looked at her with a thoughtful expression. She said, “I can’t explain it. I guess I like the way that I feel when I’m with him.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like someone I used to be?” She placed a pillow on her lap. “I don’t know, it just used to feel like nothing really mattered—but in a good way. Now everything matters, but it matters for someone else. It’s either for Ethan, or for Theo, or for both of them, and the only time I have a second to think is when I’m, like, in the shower or drying my hair.”

She began to cry. Nina hesitated, then reached out to squeeze Sasha’s hand, and Sasha entwined their fingers, squeezing back. Nina’s heart swelled. She tried to make a record of every detail about what was happening so she could call her mother tomorrow to tell her about it—how Sasha looked so pretty when she cried, and how Nina was there to comfort her. The sound of crickets chirping outside, and a frog groaning, and how, from downstairs, she could hear someone turn on an old Stevie Nicks song, which was insane, because Nina loved Stevie Nicks, and her music fitted the mood perfectly. For the second time she squeezed Sasha’s hand, and for the second time Sasha squeezed back. She realized it was a sort of fucked-up thing to think, but Nina couldn’t remember the last time she was so happy.

“I won’t tell anyone,” she said.

“Do you promise?”

“Yeah, absolutely. Not a soul.”

Sasha wiped her nose. She tucked her hair behind her ears.

She said, “Thanks, Nina. You’re a really good friend.”






Montclair, New Jersey October 29, 2022

Please join us for

A Wicked Good Time

to celebrate Halloween!

Costumes welcome (and strongly encouraged!)

3 pm – 6 pm

94 Inwood Avenue

XO Sasha and Theo






12:15 PM Mia

Mia joined the end of a long Starbucks line in the northeast corner of Penn Station, her phone illuminated in her right hand. It was the last Saturday of October. She wore a long coat and a gray cashmere sweater and her hair was loosely held back with a brown clasp. Before the phone’s screen darkened she looked down at it, saw that she had received no messages, and puffed her cheeks. The line moved forward. Mia glanced over her shoulder, searching for the boys.

A disembodied voice made a boarding announcement for the Keystone Regional to Harrisburg, and people began moving toward a set of escalators to her left. Hanging from Mia’s shoulder was a canvas tote bag, on the side of which was printed The New York Review of Books. She reached up to adjust it, her fingers brushing against a pair of costume mouse ears that protruded a few inches from the bag’s opening. Yesterday she’d bought them at a Spirit Halloween store on Kent Avenue; the other option was a four-piece Harley Quinn costume, which included a pair of blue-and-red booty shorts. The price tag still hung from one of the mouse ears. She didn’t plan on removing it.

The line moved forward again. As she shuffled along with it Mia tapped her phone’s screen, opening up a new text message. She added Adam Parker and Richie Fournier to the recipient field and typed I’m in line at the starbucks. ETA???

A few seconds later, the phone began to buzz.

Adam Parker: which one? I’m at the one in Moynihan

Mia: the one closest to 7th ave

Adam Parker: stay there I’m walking over

Mia counted the people between her and the register. She received four more texts in quick succession.

Richie Fournier: are you still in line???

Richie Fournier: can you get me a venti iced coffee black no sugar

Richie Fournier: pls and thank you

Richie Fournier: I’m stuck on subway at 14th st

Mia: our trains in ten minutes

Richie Fournier: tell that to the C train

Adam Parker: I don’t think the C train would listen

Another announcement was made for the Keystone Regional, and a chaotic mass of people formed at the entrance to track number eleven. Mia watched as two women fought over who got to descend the escalator first, and then as a man in a suit folded a piece of pizza in half, eating nearly all of it in a single bite. Marinara sauce coated his fingers, and he wiped it away with a napkin that he then dropped to the ground. Mia sent a separate message to Adam that said I’m thinking of changing my fall look but I’m having trouble and I’m worried the problem is my face, then returned her phone to her coat pocket. After undoing the clasp that was holding her hair back, she shook it loose and ran her fingers through it, getting it to fall neatly to her shoulders. The person in front of her ordered a drink with a very long name and a dizzying number of specifications; he stepped aside and Mia asked for two iced coffees. She tapped her credit card against the reader, thanked the cashier, then pulled the sleeve of her sweater back half an inch to check her watch.

“Sorry. I went to the new Penn Station instead of the old Penn Station. What’s the problem with your face?”

It was Adam. He was wearing a white oxford, suspenders, and a pair of black-plastic-framed glasses with a strip of tape around its bridge.

“New Jersey Transit leaves from the old Penn Station,” Mia said. “And I don’t know. I think it’s getting in my way. Cute costume, by the way.”

“Thanks. I’m a sexy nerd.”

“What exactly about it is sexy?”

“Oh.” Adam took a sip from Mia’s iced coffee. “If we get back from Sasha’s in time, Rami wants to go to this dance party in Maspeth. There’s this DJ he really likes, I guess? If we go, I’m going to lose the shirt, and just wear the glasses and the suspenders.”

“Where is Rami?”

“He can’t come.”

“Why not?”

“Because he has to go to our fertility clinic in Connecticut to have the fitness of his sperm analyzed.”

Behind Adam, a woman inserting a straw into a green Frappuccino turned around to look at him. Mia took her coffee back.

She said, “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but gay men can be very exhausting.”



A Halloween party in Montclair, New Jersey: Sasha had sent them a Paperless Post invitation for it three weeks ago. When Mia received it, she was sitting in a coworking space on Greenpoint Avenue. For the past six months she had been on leave from the Times, working on a book about the evolution of climate activism for which she had been paid a respectable advance. The first draft was due to her publisher at the end of the year, and so far she had made staggeringly little progress. She told herself her problem was that the subject was so vast, and so urgently important, that she was paralyzed by the pressure to get it right. But the truth was that she didn’t know what she was doing—in terms of writing a book, yes, but more so in terms of her life.

She and Lev had broken up a year earlier. Warner Bros. had bought the rights to a profile Mia had written about a climate activist in London and was planning to turn it into a television series, and in the months that followed Lev accused her of letting it go to her head. He told her that articles got optioned all the time and nothing ever came of it, and that if Mia kept acting the way she was acting, she shouldn’t expect any comfort from him when the studio ultimately let her down.

This was all very confusing to Mia. There might have been a single day where she had expected the news would change her life in a substantial way, but the next morning she woke up, and walked to the bodega to buy milk for coffee, and stepped over piles of dog shit on the sidewalk, and spent the next few hours doing two loads of Lev’s dirty laundry, and then went back out to the grocery store to buy salmon to cook for dinner because after a recent doctor’s appointment Lev had decided it would be best for his cholesterol if he turned pescatarian. It wasn’t until after another few weeks of him belittling her that Mia realized the real problem wasn’t that she was being haughty or egotistical, but rather that Lev had never sold an article to Warner Bros. himself and would always resent the fact that she had, no matter how much she curtailed her self-celebration. That was when she’d decided it was probably time to end things.

He’d screamed at her when she told him—he said that she was making a huge mistake, not only in terms of their relationship but also in terms of her career. She left their place on the Upper West Side and went back to Greenpoint, where she rented a one-bedroom, second-floor walk-up that was a block away from the apartment she and Marco had lived in during the second half of her twenties. A few weeks later, a former colleague of hers from the Times had texted to say that Lev had started seeing a twenty-six-year-old staff writer from Vanity Fair. When she read the message, Mia was hit with a rush of betrayal that felt like an electric shock to her stomach. She turned her phone on silent, and then spent the next four hours watching reruns of Friends while simultaneously trying to wrap her head around two conflicting truths: The first was that she was happy to be away from Lev, and to no longer share a bathroom with him. The second was that she was almost forty years old, and alone, and felt like an unlovable freak.

The coworking space on Greenpoint Avenue had plush velvet chairs and desks with rose-gold legs. One wall was lined with glass-enclosed conference rooms, and along the other was a bar, the back of which was tiled with squares of light-pink tile. Succulents had been thoughtfully placed on shelves and side tables that were spread throughout the workspace, you were never more than four feet away from an electrical outlet, and in the vestibule by the elevator, there was free cold brew that came from a gold tap, above which hung a pink neon sign that said, BUT FIRST, COFFEE. At the center of the workspace were a large burgundy rug and a green couch, and on the day she received Sasha’s Paperless Post, there was a man with a shaved head sitting there saying, “Yeah, babe, I don’t know if that’s really the vibe,” to the screen of his laptop. Mia had watched him for a moment, then clicked on Sasha’s invitation to open it.

Four animated ghosts floated happily across her screen. She read the time the party started (3 PM), and Sasha’s address (94 Inwood Avenue, Montclair, New Jersey), and that costumes were of course welcome (strongly encouraged!). Then she noticed that Sasha had also sent a message to the group chat that they had all created to stay in touch during the pandemic. Mia tapped it, and saw that the last time anyone had used it was more than four months ago. It had been Adam’s thirty-ninth birthday. There were six versions of “HBD!” and then, below the last one, Sasha’s most recent text. It said: Hey guys! Just sent you all an invite for a Halloween party Theo and I are having for the kiddos. Hope you can make it!

Immediately Richie responded: I am not spending Halloween in the fucking suburbs, and then, oh shit, wrong text.

A second later, Mia’s phone rang.

“Smooth move,” she said.

Richie sighed. “I got trigger-happy. I thought I was only responding to you and Adam.”

“Well, you weren’t.”

“This is, like, the fourth time I’ve done that this week.”

“It’s pretty remarkable you still have any friends.”

“What do you think I should do?”

“Probably apologize to Sasha, for starters.” Mia used her cursor to trace the border of the invitation. “Also, I sort of think we should go. I haven’t even seen the house yet.”

“I thought you went to that housewarming thing she had last summer?”

“I couldn’t. I got Covid two days before.”

“I wonder if I can find someone to give me Covid now.”

“Knock it off.”

“Mia, I don’t even know where Montclair is.”

“It’s in New Jersey.”

“Okay, but where.”

She hung up, then opened a chapter she was working on about Greta Thunberg and the climate strikes of 2019. She read over a paragraph, closed the document, and googled “meeting someone at 39 vs getting eaten by a shark probability.” The results loaded. She scanned a few of them before they began to depress her, at which point she impulsively ordered a three-hundred-dollar face cream from Sephora and, at least for a few minutes, felt better about her life.

Already Mia knew she would go to the party, even if it meant having to take the train to New Jersey. She hadn’t seen Sasha in a while and she missed her. Most of her social life these days revolved around Adam and Richie and her younger, single coworkers. In the time that she had been with Lev, everyone else had gotten married and had children; then the pandemic hit and, like Sasha, they had all fled the city. It was like one day she woke up and all of her female friends had packed up their lives and disappeared, leaving her with a bunch of twenty-seven-year-olds who bought purses they saw on TikTok, and two gay men.

It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing—Adam was still one of her closest friends—but she craved the kind of conversation she could have with Sasha, the way they used to make each other laugh. In fact, she missed her so much that, a week earlier, she had reached out to her on a whim to see if she wanted to go to Miami for a weekend at the beginning of December, just the two of them. They hadn’t taken a trip in a while—as she scrolled through Sasha’s Instagram, the last picture she found of herself was taken on Labor Day of 2018, when they all went out to Amagansett. Her hair was shorter, and she was holding the cake she’d bought for Richie’s birthday. Remembering the weekend, Mia felt a strange, squishy sadness. That was when she called Sasha.

“I know it’s cheesy and that we’re both, like, morally opposed to the existence of Florida,” she had said. “But hotels are shockingly cheap. I figure we can lie by the pool and order room service?”

It had taken Sasha a few days to give her a final answer—Prudence was only a year old, and between going back to work at the gallery and getting Ethan to preschool, there were some childcare logistics she had to work out—but once she did, and once she said yes, Mia felt her spirits lift higher than they had been in months. She pictured the two of them lying next to each other on lounge chairs, taking embarrassing pictures of themselves drinking Aperol spritzes, and then making fun of everyone else who was doing the exact same thing. Mia would come up with a great caption, and Sasha would tell her how much she had missed her wit, and for the entire afternoon they would laugh over stories they had laughed over a hundred times before. This was what Mia needed. To remind herself of who she had been.



The disembodied voice made its final all-aboard call for the Keystone Regional to Harrisburg.

Pointing over Mia’s shoulder, Adam said, “Oh, look. There’s Richie.”

His sunglasses were still on. And the first thing he said to Mia was, “Is that my coffee?”

She gave it to him. He was wearing dark jeans and a black sweater. From beneath its collar she saw a few wisps of gray chest hair.

“What are you dressed as?” she asked. “Like, what’s your costume?”

Richie reached past her for a straw. He said, “You can’t tell? I’m Miserable.”

Another boarding announcement was made, this one for an Acela to Boston. Adam rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.

“Does anyone know what track we’re on?” he said.

“Two.” Mia gestured to the east end of the station. “It’s that way.”

They began to walk, Mia and Adam in front, with Richie a few steps behind.

Richie said, “We need an exit plan. I’m serious.”

“Relax.” Mia adjusted her tote bag. A woman passed in front of her with a rolling suitcase and she swerved out of the way. “It’s going to be fun.”

“What exactly about it is going to be fun? Is it the bobbing for apples that you’re looking forward to, or the screaming children?”

“I like bobbing for apples,” Adam said.

“I think what you’re all forgetting is that I have to do these things sober.”

They arrived at the escalator for track two, joining a loose approximation of a line.

Mia said, “It’s not going to go that late. Also, Theo’s band is playing, so you can look forward to that.”

“Uh, I didn’t realize Theo was in a band.”

When she stepped onto the escalator, a whoosh of heat from the train tracks hit Mia’s cheeks. She turned to look back at Adam and Richie.

“It’s a Bruce Springsteen cover band. Apparently he and some other guys from the country club they belong to started it.” She placed her hand on the railing. “Sasha told me about it on the phone.”

Richie lifted his sunglasses from his face and set them on top of his head.

He said, “That’s the most depressing thing I’ve ever heard.”





12:30 PM Sasha

On the other side of the Hudson, approximately thirty-seven miles to the northeast, Sasha was staring at a goldfish. Its name was Tuna, and Theo had won it for Ethan at the Montclair Golf Club’s Fourth of July party by throwing a Ping-Pong ball into a small glass bowl. When Sasha saw it happen, her heart sank. She added feed the fucking goldfish to her list of morning chores, then watched as Theo lifted Ethan to his shoulders.

But now the fish was dead. At least, Sasha thought it was dead. It was floating belly-up near the top of its glass bowl, and seemed fatally disinterested in the thin colored flakes of food that Sasha was sprinkling across the water’s surface. Neither of those things could be a good sign. Crouching down so the bowl was at eye level, Sasha tapped on the glass with her fingernail.

“Shit,” she said, and ran a hand over her hair.

She left the fish for a moment and walked over to Ethan’s bed, which was fitted with linens printed with cartoon racetracks. She smoothed out some wrinkles from the sheets and plumped up the pillows, arranging them behind a corduroy sham embroidered with Ethan’s name. Then she went back to the fish to give Tuna a final look. There was no question about it—the son of a bitch was dead. Sasha rubbed her hand against her cheek. She brushed some dust from Ethan’s dresser and walked downstairs.

In the kitchen, Theo sat on a barstool with his guitar balanced on his knee, his face shadowed with intense concentration. Prudence bobbed up and down in her Jumperoo, and Ethan was picking at his lunch at the table in the breakfast nook. On the plate in front of him were peeled apple slices, along with a sandwich made of peasant bread, turkey, the white parts of romaine lettuce, and provolone cheese. There was also a glass of two-percent milk.

About six months ago, Ethan had decided he would only eat foods that were white or off-white. At first Sasha thought he was joking around, but then Ethan threw an apoplectic fit at a diner on Valley Road when his pancakes arrived covered in blueberry syrup, and she thought, Well, fuck. Her kids were never going to be picky eaters—that was what she said before she had them. She was going to be like one of those French mothers she read about in parenting books: patient but firm. But now here was Ethan, refusing to eat a quesadilla made with American cheese, and losing his shit over scrambled eggs. Here was Sasha, cutting crusts from sandwiches, and making sure turkey slices weren’t too pink, and peeling the thin skins off apples, and googling whether only eating white foods was a sign of sociopathy or latent racism.

“Hey,” she said, and Theo looked up from his guitar.

“What’s up?”

“Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Sure.” He set down his pick and smiled.

“I meant, like, not here.”

Ethan swung his legs. With his mouth full of peeled apple, he sang, “Secrets, secrets are no fun. Secrets, secrets hurt someone.”

Sasha raised both of her eyebrows. Resting his guitar against the counter, Theo followed her out of the kitchen and into the foyer. Fake cobwebs hung from the stair banister, and near the front door was a giant black cauldron that Sasha planned to fill with dry ice as soon as the party started. Around the backyard were piles of pumpkins and gourds; the living room was strung with tiny white ghosts hanging from strings; on the front porch were stacks of hay that she’d found at the Home Depot in Paramus. For a moment Sasha felt a sense of pride in the work she had done and the life she had built. Then she remembered why she’d summoned her husband to the foyer and said, “Tuna’s dead.”

“Remind me who Tuna is?”

“Ethan’s goldfish. The goldfish you won for him.”

“Right. Shit.”

“What do you think we should do?”

“I don’t know. What do you think we should do?”

“I asked you first.”

Theo glanced back toward the kitchen. The hair around his ears was flecked with gray, and two deep creases lined his forehead. Sasha had one of those moments—rare, but not as rare as they used to be—where she could see with perfect clarity what he would look like when he was eighty.

“I think we should tell him. It feels bad not to.”

“You’re probably right.”

“He’s going to find out at some point.”

A wisp of fake cobweb fell from the banister. Theo began to walk back toward the kitchen but Sasha stopped him, taking hold of his wrist.

“I can get another one,” she said. “If you can still go to Whole Foods, then I can go to Petco and get one.”

“I’m not going to be able to make it to Whole Foods.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because the guys are coming over for a sound check in an hour.”

“Okay.” Sasha probed her molars with her tongue. She took a slow breath. “Then I guess I can go to Whole Foods and then to Petco.”

“Sasha, I really think this is a good opportunity to teach him about death.”

“No, totally, I understand that. The only thing is that if we explain death to him now, then that’s all he’ll be talking about for the entire afternoon. He’ll want to show everyone at the party his dead fish.”

“I don’t like the idea of lying to our children.”

Sasha replaced the cobweb, wrapping it loosely around the banister. Outside the wind rustled a few leaves from a sugar maple and they spiraled to the ground.

“Okay,” she said. “So go tell him.”

In the kitchen, Ethan began singing about fish penises. Theo puffed his cheeks.

“You should take a picture of it,” he whispered. “It’ll help you pick out one that matches.”

Sasha pointed a finger at him. “That’s a good idea. I can take Prudence with me. You mind keeping an eye on him while you’re doing your sound check?”

“That’s fine. He can watch us set up.”

As convincingly as she could, Sasha smiled. She said, “Lucky him.”

Theo’s band was called the Backstreets. They mostly played at a single bar on Bloomfield Avenue, though occasionally gigs would pop up at friends’ fortieth birthday parties and small charity events in West Orange. Its members included Danny Ruiz (lead guitar and vocals), Pete Steinberger (bass), Ryan McCarthy (keyboard), and Steve Yang (drums and assorted percussion), all of whom also belonged to the Montclair Golf Club. Theo had joined as the second guitar when the band’s fifth member moved to Trenton to take care of his dying mother. He—Theo—was surprisingly good. He had a natural sense of rhythm, and while the last time he’d played guitar was in high school he picked it up again like no time had passed. After getting to know Steve Yang on the golf course, he was invited to a few practice sessions that evolved into a permanent spot. When that happened he went to the Guitar Center in Paramus and bought an amplifier, a collection of pedals and cords, and a brand-new Fireburst-colored Gibson Les Paul Supreme. The trip cost him over six thousand dollars.

“That seems like quite a bit of money,” Sasha remembered having said when he returned.

“It’s worth it,” Theo told her. “You know Vampire Weekend?”

At this point she was pregnant with Prudence. Sasha felt a foot shifting against her ribs, then placed a hand on her stomach.

“What about them?”

“When he was at Columbia, Steve used to play with the guy who lived two doors down from Chris Tomson freshman year.”

“Who is Chris Tomson?”

“The drummer, Sasha.”

“Okay, so what?”

“So I can’t just show up to practice with a busted guitar.”

In the foyer, Sasha patted herself down, fruitlessly searching for the keys to the Volvo. Then she looked to her left, where she saw them in a shallow bowl on top of the credenza. She slipped one finger through the key chain and placed them in her pocket.

“We’ve got a good set for today,” Theo said. “Some new stuff that I think you’ll really like.”

“Great! Can’t wait.”

She hoped that her voice conveyed an adequate level of excitement. Theo had a job again, this time working for a developer that built large, utilitarian warehouses in Staten Island and Queens. He was happy, and had gotten in the habit of looking at Sasha for an uncomfortably long time before saying something like, “Babe, we’re just so lucky.” Sasha figured that playing music with a bunch of other middle-aged men was a part of these positive developments, which was why she had devoted herself to becoming the band’s number-one fan. She made T-shirts for all of their gigs, helped with sound check, and never complained when Theo said he had to practice instead of helping out with the kids. Every time the band played “Born to Run,” there came a moment during the bridge when Theo unironically closed his eyes, and the earnestness of it all elicited within Sasha a deep, bowel-clenching embarrassment, but this she ignored too. She hadn’t been the best wife—in fact, sometimes she wondered if she had even been a good one. She felt guilty, both for what had happened with Mitch and for having never admitted to Theo that she had slept with someone else, and so she told herself that wearing a cheap T-shirt that said “#1 Groupie” was a form of absolution: if she could just be better now, then it would erase what happened then. The problem was that it never actually worked that way. Instead of erasing her sins, wearing a T-shirt that said “#1 Groupie” had the strange effect of reminding her that she had committed them. These memories, in turn, only spurred inside of Sasha another bout of guilt, a low-grade ache that she tried again to alleviate by begging Theo to strum the chorus to “Born in the U.S.A.”

In the kitchen she heard Ethan singing, “My sister has a penis.” A second later Prudence laughed.

“Okay,” Sasha said, “I’m out of here.”

“We’ll hold down the fort.”

“Thanks.”

Theo kissed her cheek. “Oh, wait—you’re going to pick those guys up at the train station, right? Or did you want me to?”

“The train station?”

“I thought you said Mia was getting in with Adam and Richie around two o’clock.”

Sasha closed her eyes, curling her lips against her teeth.

“Right.”

“Do you want me to—”

“No, I can get them. I just forgot they were coming.”



Sasha buckled Prudence into her car seat, then backed the Volvo out of the driveway and onto Inwood Avenue. On the way to Whole Foods, she put on an old episode of The Daily that featured interviews with workers from four abortion clinics on the day that Roe v. Wade was overturned. She listened to it for ten minutes before becoming overcome by a familiar mix of rage and powerlessness, at which point she switched to a Top 40 station on Sirius. Eventually she turned the radio off, and for a few blocks drove in total silence. Then she started feeling guilty for not engaging enough with the crises around her, and for retreating behind a shield of privilege and relative safety, so she turned The Daily on again and made herself listen all the way to the end.

In the Whole Foods parking lot she moved Prudence from the car seat to her BabyBjörn. With her daughter strapped against her chest she walked down each of the store’s aisles, filling her cart with bags of Smartfood popcorn and organic blue corn chips and plastic tubs of fresh salsa. As she entered the produce section, she texted Theo to ask if they had enough vegetables for a crudité platter, and stood next to a giant display of pumpkins as she waited for him to text her back, absently stroking the top of Prudence’s head. A minute later her phone buzzed. The message wasn’t an answer from Theo, but rather from Anoushka Banik. It contained a picture of a tray of forty black and orange Jell-O shots, along with a line of text: Eat your fucking heart out, Ina. Sasha liked the photo with a heart, and then typed lolol. She tapped send, and a second later Anoushka called her.

“What flavor is black Jell-O?” Sasha asked.

“Vodka.” There was a child screaming in the background. Anoushka said, “Arjun, I’m going to give you until the count of three, young man,” and then, “Sorry—it’s black cherry, but mostly vodka.”

“Sounds delicious.”

“It is. I’ve had two already.”

She’d met Anoushka a year and a half ago, in March of 2021, two months after she and Theo had moved to Montclair. Claire Matthews, another woman from the country club, had invited Sasha to a book club at her house, where they discussed The Warmth of Other Suns; when she first spoke with Anoushka, it was next to a plate of gougères that Claire Matthews had made. They were stacked on a beautiful clay plate, and as Sasha considered the best way to take one without destroying the whole display, Anoushka leaned over and whispered, “I keep praying that I choke on one of those things—it’s the only polite way to leave.” Sasha laughed, raising a hand to cover her mouth. Since then, they had had lunch together in the city nearly every Wednesday. This past summer, they’d gone on a trip to Italy with their families, spending two weeks in Tuscany and then the lake region up north, and often at night, when the kids were in bed and they were a little too drunk, the two woman would find different ways of saying how it felt like they’d known each other all their lives.

Anoushka and her husband had relocated to Montclair six months before Sasha and Theo had—before that, they had lived in Park Slope. Sasha liked her the moment that she met her. Anoushka treated her move to New Jersey like an ironic wink or a joke that she was privy to, and in doing so made Sasha feel better about her own decision to leave the city. Prior to that she had thought of it with a crippling self-consciousness. She’d made sure to read about new restaurants that were opening in NoMad and East Williamsburg, and refused to post any pictures to her Instagram that were taken west of the Hudson. Meeting Anoushka had changed all that. Together they laughed about joining a country club, and getting coffee from drive-through Starbucks, and in general doing what they had sworn they would never do when they were twenty-five.

But eventually, and in a shorter period of time than she initially anticipated, the joking had subsided on its own, and one day about a year ago Sasha had woken up to discover that what she was doing in Montclair wasn’t some hilarious plot twist or a drawn-out bit, but rather—simply—her life. The drive-through Starbucks wasn’t embarrassing but convenient, and when she looked around her home she felt genuinely thankful for all the added space. For years and years she had told herself that she was going to be different. But now she saw that what she had really meant was that she was never going to get old, which was funny in retrospect, because getting old was what she had been doing all along.

“Wait until you see our family costume,” Anoushka said. “You’re going to die. It’s so fucking funny. Where are you, by the way? Is that the Cranberries?”

Sasha listened. “Good ear. It’s ‘Dreams.’ I’m in Whole Foods.”

“Ahh. That makes sense.”

“Why?”

“Because Whole Foods would definitely be playing the Cranberries. Whoever puts together the music for their playlists is an evil genius.”

“In what sense?”

A child screamed again. Anoushka said, “Arjun, you do that to your brother one more time, and no Paw Patrol for a week,” and then: “Sorry. What was I saying?”

“That the music curators at Whole Foods are evil geniuses.”

“Right. Because it’s always this stuff we listened to when we were, like, eighteen years old.”

Sasha thought about it for a moment. She said, “Oh my God, you’re right.”

The checkout line was long and wrapped all the way back to the freezer section. Sasha checked to see if Theo had responded about the vegetable situation, and when she saw that he hadn’t, she joined the line and inched her cart slowly toward the front.

Anoushka said, “You need anything for today, or are you good?”

“I think we’re good. Just get there on the early side, would you?”

“We’ll be there at three on the dot, Jell-O shots in hand.”

“Bless you.”

“What have you got going on between now and then?”

“I’ve got to pick up some people at the train station.”

“How mysterious. Who?”

“Some old friends from college. But before that I’ve got to swing by Petco.”

The Cranberries changed to Joan Osborne. Sasha rested her chin on the top of Prudence’s head.

“Dead goldfish?”

“Dead goldfish.”

Anoushka sighed.

“I hope you took a picture. I didn’t, and it made for some awkward conversations.”



Twenty minutes later, Sasha stood before a wall of glass tanks. In them were tree frogs, salamanders, a single giant iguana. The store smelled like beef jerky and dog biscuits. With Prudence still strapped to her, she looked around for the fish. Instead she found an employee in a red polo shirt and a pair of pleated khaki pants, arranging small aquarium ornaments on a steel shelf.

“Excuse me,” she said, “can you point me toward the fish?”

“They’re right over here,” he said, then smiled down at Prudence. “And who is this little angel?”

Sasha gave Prudence one of her fingers to grip on to.

“This is Prudence.”

“Well, hello, Prudence.” The employee adjusted his glasses. He walked past the iguana toward a corner of the store that Sasha had not visited yet. “What kind of fish are you looking for, exactly?”

“Oh, just your standard-issue goldfish.”

“I see.” He stopped and rubbed at the razor burn on his chin. “So, we’ve sort of moved on from goldfish.”

“Seriously?”

“Can I suggest a betta fighting fish?”

“A what?”

“We have them over here.”

He led her to a shelf filled with small plastic containers, the same size and shape as mason jars. In each one swam a single fish, its tail and fins wispy in the water. Sasha looked at them. They ranged in color from red to purple to deep indigo. Prudence tightened her grip on her finger. She thought of the picture of Tuna on her phone, and then of the awkward conversations Anoushka had to have with Arjun. Her mouth tilted to one side.

She said, “No offense, but none of these really look like goldfish. I mean, they’re not even gold.”

The man smiled again, as if what Sasha had observed posed not a single problem. Then the smile turned into a small laugh, a chuckle that was tinged with a professorial condescension, and that suggested to Sasha that he had finally realized what she was there to do, and was prepared to use whatever modicum of power he had as a Petco employee to make her life difficult. She looked at his red polo shirt. The ringed sleeves clung to his pale arms, and a patch of coarse brown hair sprouted from the collar. Sasha took a shallow breath.

“What about that one?” The man pointed to one of the plastic aquariums. “That one’s sort of gold.”

The fish was not gold, but rather a red that bordered on violet. Its fins were fanlike, and its tail crescent-shaped. In the water it performed a half-turn, its body flicking. Watching it, Sasha had two thoughts. The first was, Maybe I can tell Ethan that Tuna’s wearing a Halloween costume. The second was, Wow, I’m a really shitty mother.

“Okay,” she heard herself say. “Okay.”

“Great!” The employee’s cheeks turned the color of his polo. He set his hands on his hips. “And I’m assuming you’re all set with a tank?”

“Oh, yeah, we’ve got a bowl that works just fine.”

Now the man’s smile returned. Creases formed at the sides of his eyes.

“Okay, so, bowls aren’t actually big enough for betta fish?” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“At minimum you’ll need a thirty-gallon tank.”

“Thirty gallons?”

“That’s right.”

“Those jars they’re in right now aren’t thirty gallons.”

“No, but we know that it’s temporary housing until they find their forever homes.”

In her pocket, Sasha’s phone rattled against the Volvo’s keys, and a moment later rattled again. She retrieved it and looked at its screen, where there were two texts from Mia. The first said, We’re here! and the second, No rush but Adam has to pee. After she picked them all up from the train station, she would need to fill the cauldron in the foyer with dry ice, and slip a tray of cupcakes into the oven. They—the cupcakes—were chocolate, with orange buttercream frosting that she had made this morning before cleaning up the house. Half of them were gluten-free; all of them would be decorated with toothpicks that had on their ends tiny paper ghosts; and because they weren’t white, her own son wouldn’t touch them. She also needed to peel the stickers off all the apples she’d bought for bobbing, and make sure the bathrooms were stocked with fresh rolls of toilet paper, and cue up a Kidz Bop Halloween Dance Party on the inside speaker system that Theo had insisted they install throughout the house. Sasha read Mia’s texts again, then returned her phone to her pocket without responding. Sasha was no longer breathing shallowly. Sasha was not breathing at all.

“You’ll also need these.” The man held up two bottles, one white and the other blue. “Three drops of this one, and then a capful of this one. You don’t want ionized water. Ionized water is Bad News Bears. Oh! Are you going to be using a filter? If not, you’ll need an aerator too.”

“We’re talking about a fish here.”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Whatever happened to keeping goldfish in bowls?”

“This isn’t a goldfish.”

“Whatever, a betta fish.”

“Well, ma’am, let me ask you this: Would you like to live in a bowl?”

Prudence let out a single, ragged cry. Sasha felt something crack inside of her, something break in her brain. Later she would consider that any number of things could have caused it—it could have been Mia’s text, or Theo’s refusal to go to Whole Foods, or the national attack on reproductive rights, or the traffic in northern New Jersey, or the slow decay of her own marriage, or her oppressive, asphyxiating guilt, or the fact that she hadn’t bought enough dry ice, or this, or that, or anything, or nothing. It wasn’t, though. It was a goldfish. It was a small, simple thing that was supposed to be easy, and that instead, over the course of the last five minutes, had come to represent every hopeless problem in her life. Prudence cried again, and Sasha’s breath returned to her, flooding her lungs in hot bursts. She tightened her ponytail and took a step toward the man.

“My son won’t eat pasta because it’s too brown,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“He’ll only eat mac and cheese if the cheese isn’t orange, and he can tell the difference between eight different kinds of white bread that are all the exact same color.”

“I don’t follow—”

“My point is that he’s going to be able to distinguish between a goldfish and whatever the fuck it is you’re holding in your hand.”

The man looked at the betta fish, then back at Sasha. The color had drained from his face.

Sasha said, “I have eighty-five people coming to my house in ninety minutes, half of whom are under the age of twelve. Before that happens, I have to change the batteries in an animatronic witch, put on a full-body red leotard that doesn’t totally fit, fill a plastic cauldron with dry ice, bleach the toilets in all the bathrooms, make four cheese plates look presentable enough so everyone won’t talk shit about them later, verify that there are absolutely no peanuts anywhere in the house, and pick up three people from the train station. You may be thinking to yourself: this looks like a capable woman—why did she leave all of this stuff to do to the last minute, especially if she has eighty-five people coming to her house? The answer is because up until now I have been cutting crusts off sandwiches, and making T-shirts for a Bruce Springsteen cover band, and driving to pediatrician appointments, and dentist appointments, and parent-teacher conferences, and running an art gallery next to a gay club in Chelsea, and cleaning spilled yogurt from under the seats in my car. I was supposed to get my first mammogram this year, but I can’t find the time, and next year’s not looking great either. I’ve slept seven hours over the last three nights, and have been watching episodes of Bluey since five o’clock this morning, and if I don’t get my way right now, there is a strong possibility that I will get very, very violent. So I want you to listen closely to what I’m about to tell you. Are you listening?”

The man looked to either side of him. He nodded.

“There is a goldfish somewhere in this store.” Sasha unlocked her phone and showed the man the picture she had taken of Tuna, floating belly-up in his bowl. “One that looks like this. You are going to find it for me, and you are going to bring it to me in a small, manageable plastic bag. I will not be buying a thirty-gallon tank, or an aerator, or any special drops. I will be buying a goldfish, and that is all. And if that goldfish dies because of my own negligence, then that will be for Saint Peter and me to discuss when I reach his pearly fucking gates. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Sasha leaned down and kissed Prudence’s head.

She smiled as widely as she could and said, “Good.”





2:05 PM Mia

In the parking lot of the Watchung Avenue train station, Mia stood with both of her hands wrapped around a plastic bag containing a fat goldfish. Sasha had given it to her when she first arrived. She’d said, “I’ll explain later, but can you just, like, hold on to this for a sec?” and then went to the back of the Volvo, where for the last few minutes she had been struggling to remove a car seat. There were two of them. Strapped into one was a baby with Theo’s lips and Sasha’s eyes; the other one was larger and empty, and unless Sasha could manage to get it into the trunk, Richie and Adam would have nowhere to sit. The sky above the station was deep blue and dotted with clouds, and every so often a breeze tugged at leaves overhead. Richie sucked on a vape pen. Sasha muttered something that Mia couldn’t hear and quickly brought her finger to her lips. Adam tilted his head to the side, his brow furrowed. He said, “Can I help?”

“No, it’s fine—this dumb thing gets stuck.”

A few moments later there was a loud click.

“There,” Sasha said. She pulled the car seat through the door and maneuvered it into the trunk. Then she brushed her hands against each other, as if to say, Well, at least that part’s done.

“Sorry, I should have thought about that earlier.”

The inside of the car smelled of coffee and something sweet—bananas, Mia thought, that were a few days past ripe. At her feet were a few balled-up tissues, a granola bar wrapper, Sasha’s purse, a copy of a Lauren Groff novel with a tear on its cover, a box of Band-Aids, and a stuffed blue dog with large felt eyes. Behind her, Richie and Adam squished in next to the remaining car seat and one of them slammed the door. In the plastic bag the fish swayed back and forth.

With two fingers Sasha pushed a button and the engine turned on. When she shifted to reverse, a screen on the dashboard showed the road behind them.

“Those things are, like, so helpful,” Mia said.

“What’s that?”

“Those screens that tell you if you’re about to run someone over. They’re so helpful. I don’t know how I ever drove without them.”

“That’s funny—I honestly never really look at it.” She gestured toward Mia’s feet. “You can kick all that stuff out of the way.”

“Oh! Don’t worry about it, you’re totally fine. Great book, by the way.”

They left the station and pulled out onto a large suburban street, passing a UPS Store, an Acme Market, and a small park. The houses were all set back from the road. Their lawns were raked of leaves, and in a few of the driveways were basketball hoops hanging from tall poles. Pumpkins with faces carved into them looked out from a few front porches. Mia crossed her feet at the ankles, her toes brushing against the blue bear. She thought of the obsequious tone she had used a moment earlier—of how she’d essentially apologized for the clutter in the car on Sasha’s behalf, as if Sasha herself was embarrassed about it, even though she had given no indication that she was. She wished she could rewind and take that moment back. The fish sloshed back and forth in its bag, and she felt her heart beating faster. Richie asked a question about median home value in the neighborhood; Sasha said a number that caused both Richie and Adam to remark on the extortionate price of their small apartments in the city, though Mia wasn’t paying enough attention to the conversation for the figures to register. Glancing over, she watched as Sasha turned on the Volvo’s indicator to change lanes. No, don’t worry about it, you’re totally fine. Great book, by the way. What a dumb thing to say. It had sounded like she was talking to a total stranger.

“How was the trip?” Sasha asked.

Mia said, “Super easy.”

Richie said, “We had to transfer to a bus at Newark. Did you know we would have to transfer to a bus at Newark?”

Sasha turned on the indicator again. They passed a sign for Inwood Avenue.

“I probably should have mentioned that there aren’t any direct trains on the weekend.” The Volvo slowed down in front of a long driveway. “Okay! Here we are.”

The house was white, with a gray shingled roof and blue shutters that had all been pulled back and open. The driveway ran up the left side of it, and already there were cars parked alongside the curb. Two Teslas, some Priuses, a silver Audi Quattro. Sasha turned off the Volvo’s engine and Mia stepped out of the car, the fish in her left hand. On the grass and walkway leading up to the front door, she saw a scarecrow, three bales of hay, and a handful of gourds in varying shapes and sizes. Overhead a cloud shifted, and everything became four shades brighter. Mia raised a hand to shield her eyes.

“Oh, Adam,” she heard Sasha say. “You don’t have to do that.”

With his eyes narrowed in concentration, Adam was trying to free Sasha’s daughter from her car seat. As he struggled with one of the buckles, she grabbed hold of his right earlobe.

He said, “No, I want to. It’s good practice.”

Sasha shut her door. Voices drifted up and over from the backyard, and Mia heard the strum of an electric guitar. A black Toyota Sienna parked behind the Audi Quattro. A woman who looked to be in her late thirties and who was dressed like the princess from Super Mario Bros. stepped out from the passenger side, gathering the pink gown in her hands. The door to the car’s rear seats automatically glided open, and from it she pulled a small boy wearing a Toad costume. The child was crying loudly and the mother knelt and began wiping at the corners of his mouth with a patient, careful precision. Mia watched them. She heard the mother say, “It was just a little bit of juice, for God’s sake,” and then she turned back around.

Sasha said, “Richie, do you need somewhere to change into your costume?”

Richie removed his sunglasses. “Oh, this is my costume.”

Sasha pressed her lips together firmly. She held the car keys in a fist.

“Well, okay then!” she said. The Volvo locked with a loud beep. Sasha slipped the keys into her pocket. “How about we go meet everyone. And Adam, seriously—you don’t have to keep holding her if she keeps fussing around like that. In fact, here—give her to me so you can get yourself a drink.”

He passed Prudence to Sasha, and within a few seconds she calmed down, her mouth pulling together into a tight little bow. Adam and Richie began walking toward the house. Mia looked down at the fish—she didn’t know why she was holding it, or what she was supposed to do with it. As she began to follow Adam and Richie, Sasha stopped her, placing a hand on her wrist.

“Hey,” Sasha said, “can I talk to you for a second?”

“Yes?”

“I was wondering if you could help me with something. It’s kind of annoying.”

“What is it?”

“So, I need to get that fish into a bowl in Ethan’s room without him seeing it. His other one died this morning, and I want to replace it without him finding out about it. I figure if I can distract him in the kitchen, then you can sneak up there and dump it in, and he’ll never know. I mean, he might, except he’ll probably just be happy that he got a new fish, but I guess we’ll have to see.” She was silent for a moment, then said, “You probably think I’m the world’s worst mother.”

Sasha laughed nervously and reached up to twist one of her earrings. Mia smiled. She had been such a nervous freak in the car, and was worried that Sasha secretly thought she was lame for planning the Miami trip, but it turned out she was being overly sensitive—because here Sasha was, pulling Mia aside, asking her for little favors. Wind blew hair across her face, and using a single finger she brushed it away.

She asked, “Where’s Ethan’s room?”

Sasha’s shoulders lifted, then fell. Gratefully she smiled.

“Straight up the stairs,” she said. “The second door on the right.”



When she walked into the room she saw the fishless bowl immediately, sitting on top of a wooden dresser. From the backyard she could hear laughter, along with the chorus of “Dancing in the Dark.” Mia closed the door behind her. She went over to the dresser, and carefully poured the contents of the bag into the bowl, the fish landing in it with a soft plop. The doorbell rang downstairs. Mia heard a woman say, “Oh my God, you have got to be kidding me with all this cuteness,” which was followed by indecipherable chatter. She didn’t head down to the party immediately but rather took a few minutes to look around Ethan’s room, slipping the empty bag into the pocket of her coat. Everything was tidy and color-coordinated and the air was thick with the cottony smell of dryer sheets. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she passed a hand over the duvet, then picked up a corduroy pillow that had Ethan’s name embroidered across it with thick yellow thread. Absently Mia traced the E with one finger; but then Sasha pushed open the door and she startled. Ethan’s pillow was still in her lap, though now she felt creepy and pathetic for holding on to it. Quickly she set it back on the bed, then stood up and smiled.

“Success?” Sasha asked.

“Success.” Mia nodded to the bowl, where the fish stared dumbly at the glass. “Oh, wow, what a costume.”

Sasha looked at herself in a mirror fixed to one of the room’s walls. Since Mia last saw her she had changed into a full-body red leotard and a pair of knee-high black boots. Her hair fell down past her shoulders, and on her face she wore a small black mask that covered only her eyes. She turned to the left, running a hand across her stomach. The leotard was a half size too small for someone Sasha’s height: the sleeves ended four inches above her wrists.

“I’m supposed to be Mrs. Incredible,” Sasha said. “Theo’s Mr. Incredible, and the kids are Violet and Dash. It’s, like, a family thing.”

“Well, you look great.”

Turning one hundred eighty degrees, Sasha considered herself from a different angle. She straightened the mask on her face, smoothed down a wrinkle in the leotard. She said, “Did you bring a costume?”

“Yes!” Mia reached into her canvas tote bag and brought out the mouse ears, fixing the headband across her crown. The price tag brushed her left ear. She reached up to remove it.

“So cute.” Sasha turned away from the mirror. She smiled, but then her face fell into a concentrated expression. Mia felt her face becoming hot again. A car door slammed outside.

“I’ve got an idea,” Sasha said. “Come with me.”

She took Mia to the primary bedroom, down the hall and on the other side of the staircase. The bed was made, but the clothes that Sasha had worn to the train station were strewn across it, and there were two pairs of running shoes on the floor. In an adjoining bathroom Sasha directed Mia to sit on the closed lid of a toilet, and then rummaged through a series or drawers. Mia looked around the room. There were two sinks, two medicine cabinets, and two electric toothbrushes charging in their bases. Lined up along the vanity was a collection of moisturizers and anti-aging serums in small glass jars. The air smelled like shampoo and the tuberose perfume that Sasha had been wearing since college. Mia picked a piece of soft black lint from her pants. She reached up to touch the mouse ears and the headband pulled at the roots of her hair.

“Tilt your head back a little,” Sasha said.

She gripped a black eyeliner pencil, and with it she began drawing four straight lines on each of Mia’s cheeks, giving her whiskers. Using her other hand she held Mia’s chin to steady her face.

“Let’s give you a nose too.”

“Sasha, this is hilarious.”

“I know.”

“Like, very funny.”

“I know.”

“Like, how the fuck are we actually sitting here doing this?”

“I know.”

Sasha laughed. Her hair fell in front of her eyes and she gathered it with one hand and moved it over her right shoulder. Mia laughed harder, and then Sasha did too, her torso convulsing and tears forming at the corners of her eyes. From downstairs Ethan yelled up for her, stretching “Moo-oom” out into two whined syllables, but Sasha didn’t answer him. Still laughing, she reached behind her to shut the bathroom door, and Mia felt a surge of kinship toward her. With a single knuckle, Sasha dabbed at the corners of her eyes. She took a deep breath and said, “Okay, now my stomach actually hurts,” as she waited to get hold of herself. Then she brought the eyeliner pencil to the tip of Mia’s nose.

“I should bring these ears to Miami,” Mia said. “I’ll wear them by the pool and really freak people out.”

Sasha moved the pencil in wide circles, stopping short of Mia’s nostrils.

She said, “I actually wanted to talk to you about Miami.”

“What about it?”

Sasha took a step back. She pivoted her head an inch to the right, inspecting her work. Then she set the pencil down and rested the backs of her thighs against the vanity.

“I hate this, like, I really fucking hate this, but I don’t think I’m going to be able to go.”

Mia laughed again, but this time it came out as a weird, guttural chuckle. Was Sasha kidding? That was the only explanation. Because for the last week all Mia had been doing was texting her links to cocktail bars and fun restaurants and monosyllabically named boutiques on Lincoln Road, and to each one Sasha had responded with some version of omg, yes, so cute. Mia had even put together a loose itinerary that she knew they’d never get around to completing, but that made her excited to think about and gave her something to do instead of working on her book.

But now Sasha was looking at her pitifully, her mouth pushed out into an exaggerated pout. Mia chewed on the edge of her thumb.

She said, “You’re joking.”

Sasha pushed her lips out farther, then placed a hand on the side of her cheek. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I just can’t make it work.”

There was a twisty, sinking feeling in Mia’s stomach. What did she mean, she couldn’t make it work? The expression lodged itself somewhere in the back of Mia’s throat: all of a sudden she felt like one of Sasha’s chores, one that she didn’t have the time or wherewithal to complete. She took her thumb away from her lips and set her hands in her lap. Ethan called out again.

“That really sucks,” she said.

“I know. Ugh.” Sasha inspected her hair for split ends. “Theo has this fucking work trip out in Phoenix that whole week, and our sitter is going to be down in Pennsylvania seeing her parents. I guess her dad broke his hip or something dumb like that.”

“What about your mom?”

“I called her, believe me, but she and my dad are going on this ridiculous cruise to Antarctica.”

“In December?”

“Well, yeah, because it’s technically summer down there.”

“Right.” Mia frowned. “Can’t you just find a different sitter or something?”

Sasha laughed, though now there was a sharpness to it that wasn’t there a minute ago. The twisty feeling returned to Mia’s stomach. Sasha didn’t feel sorry for canceling on her. In fact, she was pretty sure that Sasha had never planned to go to Miami at all.

“Blessedly you don’t have to deal with babysitters,” Sasha said, “but let me tell you: it’s really not that easy.”

Mia nodded. She realized she hated Sasha more than she had ever hated her during the course of their friendship; she also felt the need to apologize again on her behalf, like she had done in the car, as if all of this—Theo’s work in Phoenix and Sasha’s scheduling troubles; the entire concept of Florida—was entirely her fault. Instead she looked out the bathroom’s window. She ran her tongue across her teeth and thought: Aren’t there, like, a thousand apps for finding a babysitter?

“I should probably get back to the party,” Sasha said. “But look—we’ll find another time to go, I promise.” She offered Mia her hand to stand up from the toilet. “Wait, the hotel room’s refundable, right? If it isn’t I’ll obviously pay my share.”

Mia caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror. She felt ridiculous with all this shit on her face. She told Sasha not to worry about the hotel room—she said, “Yeah, no, so long as I call them in the next week I’ll definitely get all of the money back,” which was a total lie. She had booked a nonrefundable room; if she canceled it she was going to be out at least five hundred dollars, but she would rather lose the money than get a Venmo notification that Sasha had sent it to her out of pity. She could already see the message on her phone’s screen: a little palm tree icon, along with something like Next time! After smoothing down the front of her sweater, she reached up to secure the mouse ears on top of her head. The bathroom was big—the size of her living room in Greenpoint—though she was beginning to feel like she couldn’t breathe as well as she would have liked to. She needed some fresh air.

“You should totally ask someone else to go!” Sasha said, and it took every bit of effort Mia had to not scream, Sasha, shut the fuck up. “I’m serious, why don’t you invite Adam or Richie? Oh my God, you could go to that famous drag brunch with them! You’ll have much more fun with either of the boys than you’d have with me, I promise. Like, honestly, Mia? These days I’m such a fucking mom.”

Mia thanked her for the suggestion. She said, “Yeah, maybe I’ll ask Adam or Richie,” even though she knew she wouldn’t. She had wanted to go to Miami with Sasha, and now that Sasha wasn’t going, she figured she would go to Miami alone.






3:30 PM Richie

The man had been talking for the last five minutes. He was dressed as Woody from Toy Story—one of those costumes people bought at seasonal Halloween stores, and that had a picture of someone wearing it on the outside of the package. A plastic cowboy hat and a red bandana. A leather holster hanging from a thick belt, in which the man had placed a bright-green water pistol. As he talked he reached down and absently set his hand on the gun’s hilt.

“You need to make sure there’s no added phosphorus in the fertilizer, though,” he said to Richie. “That shit can really fuck with your lawn.”

They were standing in the backyard with five or six other people, arranged in a loose clump.

Everyone’s costumes looked expensive and like they’d taken a long time to put together, and seeing how much fun everyone was pretending to have wearing them made Richie feel itchy and nauseated. Why had he agreed to waste a Saturday afternoon in a backyard in Montclair? He wasn’t particularly close with Sasha anymore—he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d seen her. The man took the water pistol from the holster and kept talking. Richie made a mental list of all the things he would have rather been doing if he were back in the city. He could have been going on a walk in Prospect Park, where all the leaves were changing colors and dogs were starting to wear funny little sweaters. He could have been scrolling through Grindr, or saving recipes on the New York Times cooking app that he had no intention of making, or going to see Bros, or walking out of Bros thirty minutes after it started, or texting Nina pictures he had taken of the dogs in their funny little sweaters, or staring for an entire hour at a brick wall.

Closer to the house, two children bobbed for apples in a large plastic tub, their hands pinned behind their backs. The man returned the water pistol to his holster. He said: “You can’t cut the grass too short. That’s another thing. So, where do you live in the city?”

A man dressed as a Ghostbuster leaned back to laugh. Richie looked down at the bulge pressing against the crotch of his jumpsuit.

He said, “Sorry, what was that?”

“I asked where you live in the city.”

“Oh. I’m in Chelsea.”

“Cool, cool. We were on the Upper West Side before we came out here, so not too far.”

For the last ten minutes, when he wasn’t talking about lawn care, the man had been doing this, finding opportunities to remind Richie that not so long ago he’d lived in the city too. He’d mentioned his five favorite restaurants, two of which had closed in the last year.

Richie heard himself say, “Not too far at all. You glad you moved?”

“Oh yeah. This place is great. It’s mostly people from the city, so you still have that vibe, you know?”

“Totally.”

“And the taxes—well, I don’t have to tell you, you still pay them in Manhattan, ha-ha! I’m John, by the way.”

“Richie. Pleasure.”

John’s hand was wet from the beer he was holding. After he was done shaking it, Richie wiped his own against his pants.

“So what is it that you do, Richie?”

“I’m at Google. Sales.”

John nodded slowly, thinking. He brought his beer to his mouth, and before he sipped from it he said, “So you probably take the C train?”

“No. I walk.”

“Ah.” Now John drank. He smacked his lips. “I used to take the C train all the time when I lived on the Upper West Side. My stop was Seventy-Second Street. I don’t miss that.”

“Oh?”

“Well, you know how it is now. It’s gotten a little crazy.”

“How do you mean?”

John looked at Richie quizzically. He took another sip from his beer.

“It just feels like, after Covid, the city’s been kind of a mess. Every time I get off at Penn Station there’s some homeless guy, like, shitting right in front of me on the sidewalk, people are getting pushed onto subway tracks left and right, crime in general is way up—it’s not the place it was when I was twenty-five.”

“No, I suppose it isn’t.”

“We talk about it all the time, Ashley and me. We were there during all those Black Lives Matter protests. The day that our little girl turned six months old, we saw someone throw a brick through the window of a Chanel store. Like, I’m sorry, I vote Democratic in every election, and I am the farthest thing you’ll ever meet from a racist, but destroying private property and looting stores? Those are criminal acts, and those people should be arrested. That’s just the law.” He shook his head. “We really like it here, though. If you get a chance, you should get Theo to swing you by the club.”

“Would you excuse me for a second?”

“Sure thing, pal. And hey—if you have a chance, can you grab me another one of these?” John held up his beer bottle, then rotated it so Richie could see the label. It was a craft IPA.

Richie walked across the backyard toward the house. On the way he saw Adam, laughing with too much effort as he talked to four straight men, and then Mia, standing with a group of women. Since they’d arrived in Sasha’s Volvo she had drawn whiskers on either side of her face, and had darkened the tip of her nose. She looked sad—like, legitimately very sad—and when she saw Richie she gave him this pathetic wave. With as little energy he waved back, lifting both his eyebrows and pushing his tongue against his cheek, as if to say, Let’s remember whose idea it was to come in the first place.

Inside the house he found the bathroom, where a battery-operated witch cackled as it twirled from an overhead light. Looking at himself in the mirror, he fixed his hair and washed his hands. The liquid soap that was next to the sink was an expensive brand, though when he pumped a dollop of it onto his palms he discovered that Sasha had refilled the bottle with something generic and lemon-scented. Richie sighed: they were all trying so hard. He rinsed the soap from his fingers and was drying them on a gray hand towel when he heard his phone chime. It was a new text from Nina, asking him what he was doing tonight. He gave his fingers a final wipe and then typed a response.

I’m in NJ

An ellipsis appeared. A second later Nina responded: WHY??????

Richie wrote, that’s a very good question, tapped send, and returned his phone to his pocket.

The fact that he and Nina Guzman were close was still sort of funny to Richie. If someone had told him fifteen years ago that there would come a time when they texted multiple times a day, he would have laughed and told them to fuck off. But remarkably, that was how things had turned out. After his thirty-fifth birthday in Amagansett, they’d started hanging out more and more, mostly at Nina’s invitation, and despite his best efforts not to, Richie had discovered that he legitimately enjoyed her company. Why had he found her so annoying in college? He couldn’t remember now—he only knew that everyone else had decided that it was totally acceptable to be cruel to Nina Guzman, so he went along and was cruel to her too. Whenever he was reminded of that, he felt a profound shame, and wanted to apologize to Nina for years of bad behavior. And on a few occasions he had done that. Each time, Nina told him not to worry about it. “Let’s let bygones be bygones, or whatever,” she said. “At least now we’re friends.”

The last time they’d hung out was a week and a half ago. Nina had texted Richie and asked him to join her and Courtney Paulson for dinner at the Odeon at eight o’clock on Wednesday night. He had no other plans, so he said yes, and thirty seconds later she emailed him a Google Calendar invitation that said “Dinner with Courtney Paulson at the Odeon at eight o’clock on Wednesday night.” Courtney had left the city in the summer of 2021, after her divorce from Geoff was finalized. In that time she had met a dentist named Kyle, married him at City Hall, and moved to New Canaan, Connecticut, where Kyle’s father had a practice he was planning to take over. Richie didn’t know why she was in town, and he didn’t really care. He could just tell that Nina didn’t want to have dinner with Courtney Paulson alone.

“God, I missed this place,” Courtney said after their food had arrived. She had ordered a Caesar salad and french fries and was halfway through her second martini. “Did you ever, like, come here for a glass of wine, end up drinking an entire bottle of chenin blanc, and call that lunch?”

Nina said, “No, never.”

Richie took a bite of his hamburger. With his other hand he wiped at the side of his mouth.

“Actually?” he said. “A couple of times.”

On the side of Courtney’s plate was a small ramekin of ketchup, into which she dipped three french fries. Outside it was raining gently. Richie watched through the restaurant’s windows as two women huddled beneath the same black umbrella.

“How’s New Canaan?” Nina said.

“Fine?” Courtney picked a few croutons from her salad and lined them up on the side of her plate. She ate a few more french fries. “It has all my brands.”

“Well, that’s good, at least.”

“Do you remember Suzanne McGinnis? She was the year below us in Theta?”

“Blond?”

“Yeah, but only until junior year. She lives down the block from us. Her husband works in Stamford and they’ve got four kids.”

“Holy shit. Four?”

“McGinnis.” Courtney ate some of her salad. “Irish Catholic.”

The rain grew heavier, blurring the light from streetlamps and filling the gutters. Richie squeezed lime into a glass of club soda.

“What’s Kyle like?” he said. “I never had a chance to meet him.”

“Oh, he’s okay.”

“I’m assuming he’s okay—you married him.”

Courtney set down her fork.

“He’s very nice and we have a good time together. He still has most of his hair, he makes pretty good money, I don’t totally hate his family, and I’m significantly hotter than he is. He’s great.”

Nina touched the stem of her wineglass but didn’t drink from it. Behind her a server set a plate filled with steak and greens on a two-top table.

Courtney said, “I’m sorry, I’m obviously a little drunk, but what I’m trying to say is that I think we’re getting to an age where you have to start making these kinds of calculations. Or, I don’t know, both of you are gay, and gay people have it easier, so maybe I’m wasting my breath.”

Richie coughed. He said, “Okay, I mean, I don’t really think that’s tr—”

“It is! I’m sorry, I don’t mean to yell, but it is. Look, Geoff was a Gemini, so that’s on me—that was my mistake—but if I want to get married again and have kids, and I’m not talking four kids, like Suzanne McGinnis, but a kid or maybe two, if I’m lucky, then I needed to find someone and find them fast, and Kyle was the one I found. So I guess that’s what I mean when I say you have to make some calculations. You look at how old you are, and you multiply that by the probability that you have time to find someone better. Would I have given Kyle a second look when I was twenty-four? No, absolutely not, because back then I was one hundred percent sure I had all the time in the world to meet, like, the man of my dreams or whatever. But guess what? I’m not twenty-four years old. I’ll be forty next month, and I’m divorced. And don’t give me that look—don’t tell me that a lot of people are divorced. All of this is different for you two because you’re gay.” Courtney closed her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them she said, “Jesus Christ, I made two hundred people fly to Mexico to watch me get married. Do you know how embarrassing that is? I made my mother throw away all the pictures, every single one, and I let Alison Liu convince me to do this humiliating ‘hashtag trash the dress’ photo shoot with my wedding gown that she posted all over Instagram.” She picked up her fork, then set it down again without eating anything. She shook her head. “Whatever,” she said, “do either of you want any of these fries?”

Nina said, “No, thank you,” very brightly, and then, “For what it’s worth, I thought the trash-the-dress video was really empowering. I watched it, like, eight times.”

Courtney lightly touched her napkin to the sides of her eyes. She said, “Alison and I aren’t really speaking anymore,” and excused herself to the bathroom.

For a minute or two after she left neither Richie nor Nina said anything. The rain continued to fall outside, and around them the restaurant was filled with the sound of voices and silverware clinking against plates. At one point Richie reached over and took a few of Courtney’s french fries, which had come in a metal cup lined with wax paper. They were crisp and salty, and as he reached over to take a few more, Nina whispered, “Is that what it looks like when someone has a stroke?” and five seconds later Courtney came back. She finished what was left of her martini and looked over her shoulder for their waiter.

“Oh!” she said. “I meant to say this when we first sat down, but I ran into Adam Parker today.”

Richie pushed his chair out a few inches from the table, turning it to an angle that let him cross his legs.

“Oh yeah. He’s still banging around. Where’d you see him?”

“This fertility clinic in Norwalk.” Courtney set her fingertips on the base of her martini glass. “Kyle and I are, like, doing all that shit.”

“Why would Adam be at a fertility clinic in Norwalk?”

“Right?! I thought the same thing. I was walking out of my appointment and I heard someone say my name, and there he was, sitting on the couch, waving at me. At first it was, like, sort of embarrassing—like, not because it’s Adam Parker, but also because it’s Adam Parker, if that makes sense? He’s the last person I expected to see after having a conversation about my ovaries.” Courtney’s words were slurring. She ate a fistful of fries. “I guess he was there to have his sperm count tested or something.” Slowly she smiled. “Oh my God, can you imagine Adam Parker’s sperm? I bet they’re all, like, Eagle Scouts already. But yeah, he and Remy are both doing it.”

“Rami.”

“What?”

“The husband’s name is Rami.”

“Whatever. Did you know they were having a baby?”

Richie uncrossed and recrossed his legs. In a bored tone of voice he said, “Of course I did.”

There were two glasses in front of him, both containing the same amount of water, and although he didn’t know which one was his, Richie selected one and began to drink. Courtney began describing the side effects of FSH while Nina pursed her lips sympathetically. Richie’s mind drifted from the conversation and his face became much warmer than the rest of his body. He thought about when Mia told him that Adam and Rami were moving in together, and then a year later when Sasha texted to say they had gotten engaged—how on each of those occasions, it had been someone else to give him Adam’s news. Of course, it was none of Richie’s business what he and Rami were doing with their lives, and as Courtney showed Nina the spot on her thigh where she had been instructed to give herself hormone shots, he tried to tell himself that he wasn’t actually that upset, but rather artificially upset—that he was only hurt because it was the sort of thing a person told himself he should be hurt by, even though he had no right to be hurt at all. And yet, at the same time, the pain felt about as real as any pain he’d ever felt before, like a little piece had broken off from his heart. Had Adam thought that Richie wouldn’t care? That he would be jealous? That the news could cause him to become depressed and make bad decisions? The last explanation hurt the most, probably because it was the closest to the truth. He took another sip from his water and noticed Nina staring across the table at him. Courtney said, “It’s not a big deal, I actually love needles,” as a waiter slipped their check next to the cup of french fries. When they left, Richie hugged Courtney, smelling the gin on her breath. He wished her good luck with everything, and as she stepped out into the rain, Nina hung back to ask him if he wanted to share a car home.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said. “The train’s, like, three blocks away.”

“I’m sorry if you’re upset about Adam.”

Richie laughed. He felt something crack in the back of his brain.

“Get a grip, Nina,” he said. “I’m fine.”

In the guest bathroom of Sasha’s home, Richie flushed the toilet and stepped out into the foyer. Next to a black cauldron spewing dry ice fumes was a small child dressed as Moana, eating a handful of potato chips. She gazed up at Richie as she brought a chip to her mouth, then spun around and rushed toward the backyard. Theo’s band was still playing, though when Richie looked through the window, he saw that no one was paying much attention. Mia still looked miserable in her huddle of women; Adam nodded at something with a concerned expression on his face. Richie checked his watch: it was almost four o’clock in the afternoon. He walked into the kitchen, where two teenage girls were whispering to each other and staring at a tray of black and orange Jell-O shots. Richie watched them from next to the refrigerator.

He said, “You two look like trouble.”

The girls stopped whispering to each other. One of them looked at Richie and said, “We were trying to figure out what flavor the black is.”

“Really? Because I think you were trying to figure out how to take one without getting caught.”

One of the girls leaned over to whisper in the other’s ear. She looked at Richie, nodded, and laughed.

“Totally,” she said. And then: “Um, we’re leaving now.”

“Where are you going?”

“Nowhere. Bye.”

They both howled, throwing their necks back as they left the kitchen and walked through the living room. Richie pulled his mouth to one side. Light reflected off the surface of the Jell-O shots, and the back door slammed. His phone rang.

“What’s up?” he said.

“You didn’t answer my question.” Nina sounded out of breath. There was a Lizzo song playing in the background.

“Are you, like, having a heart attack?”

“No, I’m on the treadmill. I’m at the gym.”

“Ah. Sorry, what was your question?”

“I asked why you were in New Jersey.”

“Oh.” Theo’s band had stopped playing. Its members were removing their guitars from their necks and joining the rest of the party. Richie watched as a guy in a gorilla costume stood up from the drum kit and removed its mask, revealing a man with a head of salt-and-pepper hair.

“Because Mia and Adam dragged me to this Halloween party that Sasha and Theo are having.”

Richie heard a series of beeps, and the sound of the treadmill slowing. The Lizzo song got quieter and quieter until it faded from the background altogether.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Nina said.

“I wish I was.”

“I can’t believe she didn’t invite me.”

“You should be very thankful.”

“She didn’t invite me to her last two birthday parties either.”

“Those picnic things in the park? I skipped those.”

“Yeah, but at least you were invited.” Nina’s voice caught in her throat, and Richie realized that she had started to cry. “What did I ever do to her? Like, I’m being serious. What did I ever do?”

“You didn’t do anything. She’s always been self-centered. I wouldn’t worry too much about it—honestly, she probably just forgot. I’d much rather be on a treadmill listening to Lizzo.”

A woman in a nurse costume walked into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator, removed a tray of cupcakes, closed the door with her hip, and left with the tray held in both her hands. On the phone, Nina let out a little jagged sob.

Richie said, “Stop overreacting—it’s one dumb party.”

“It’s not only about the party, okay? She treats me like I don’t even exist. And I thought I had been such a good friend to her—she even told me that I was. Like, I never told anyone that she was fucking Mitch Reynolds.”

“She was fucking Mitch Reynolds?”

Nina’s breath turned ragged again. “Yes! I walked in on them at your party in Amagansett, and we had this long talk about, like, motherhood, and how she only had time to herself when she took a shower or whatever, and how Theo was depressed because he had lost that job. I held her hand the whole time, and she made me promise that I would never say anything, and I didn’t. I was a really good friend to her, Richie, and now she treats me like I don’t even fucking exist.” Nina took a sharp breath. “Like, I help her cover up her affair and she can’t even be bothered to invite me to a Halloween party?”

“I mean, yeah, okay, that’s fucked up.”

Richie looked out the window. Sasha’s hair was pulled back into a long ponytail, and her black eye-mask was looped around her wrist. The nurse arrived with the tray of cupcakes, and a woman standing directly across from Sasha took one and began to carefully unpeel the scalloped wrapper that encircled its base. Sasha ran one hand along the length of her ponytail. Her other hand drifted toward her waist.

“I think I’d rather cut my dick off than have sex with Mitch Reynolds,” Richie said.

“Please don’t say anything. I shouldn’t have even told you. I just—” She sobbed. “What is it about me?”

“It’s nothing, Nina.” Richie turned away from the window. “There’s nothing wrong with you. Sometimes people are assholes for no reason—it’s as straightforward as that. Listen to me, though: you are a good friend. Do you hear me? You are good, and kind, and you did nothing wrong.”

Nina was quiet. She thanked Richie, then told him she should probably go and finish her run, because the gym was crowded, and people were waiting to use the treadmills, and she had been behind on her step count for the past four days. Before she hung up, she asked him if he wanted to come over that evening so they could order takeout sushi and rewatch season two of Emily in Paris, and even though he would have preferred to go home, Richie told Nina sure, of course, that he would love nothing more. She stopped crying then. Thanking him a second time, she apologized for her outburst.

“Sometimes I wonder if I’m actually a psychopath,” she said, and then hung up.

The kitchen was quiet. Richie returned his phone to his pocket. He felt himself becoming angry at Nina for acting so hurt, and then sorry for her, and then angry again. But this second anger was different from the first one. It was directed not toward Nina but toward Sasha, and in this way was a transmutation of Nina’s pain. He looked down at the tops of his hands. The skin was lined with veins and shallow folds, the knuckles rough and wrinkled. It was so easy to be cruel—kindness, on the other hand, required a tremendous amount of work. It was important and necessary work, but it was work nonetheless, and sometimes Richie found himself wondering what, if anything, was the point. What was the point of loving people if all they were going to do was lie to you, and betray you, and keep secrets from you, and not invite you to Halloween parties in Montclair? What was the point of being good, if all good brought was grief?

Sitting in front of him was the tray of Jell-O shots, their orange surfaces translucent and slick. He picked one of them up, and without giving himself time to consider the consequences, ate it, first digging a finger into the cup to release the Jell-O from its sides, and then swallowing its contents whole. Placing the empty cup on the counter, he reached for another one, loosening it with the same swipe of his finger. This time when he ate it he didn’t swallow immediately, but rather bit into it, the vodka spreading across his tongue. The taste of it was bitter and familiar, like a memory he had tricked himself into thinking he had forgotten. Outside the band played again. Richie heard the opening melody of “Dancing in the Dark,” and closed his eyes.






3:45 PM Sasha

Claire Matthews peeled a waxed wrapper away from the base of a cupcake, using the tips of two of her fingernails and working with surgical precision. She was dressed as Dorothy. A wicker basket hung from her shoulder, and inside it was a stuffed black dog with two marble eyes. Her lips were red; her hair was split into two neat pigtails; her dress was blue gingham. Rotating the cupcake one hundred eighty degrees, she took a single small bite, covering her mouth with three of her fingers as she chewed and swallowed. Her eyes narrowed; Sasha heard a noise that sounded like huh. Theo’s band began playing again, and Claire glanced to both sides of her. She tucked the cupcake and the wrapper into a paper napkin, then discreetly placed it on a patio table to her left.

“I know I’ve asked you a million times,” she said, “but did you say you signed Ethan up for basketball?”

Sasha nodded. “I did.”

The cupcake sat tucked inside the napkin on the patio table. The sight of it made her self-conscious. It was clear that Claire had no intention of eating any more of it, and Sasha’s mind ticked through a series of possible explanations of what she’d done wrong. Had Claire accidentally gotten one of the gluten-free ones? If so, Sasha couldn’t really blame her: she’d tried one herself this morning, and even she thought it was gross. The cake itself was somehow both sticky and dry, and formed a paste on the roof of her mouth. So, yeah, maybe that was it. Or maybe she’d fucked up the frosting, or hadn’t baked them for long enough, or Claire had read something about buttercream being carcinogenic and tomorrow she was going to tell everyone at the Montclair Golf Club that Sasha had poisoned forty children under the age of ten. She tried to stop caring so much. She told herself that the only reason she wanted to impress Claire Matthews was because she was used to being Claire Matthews herself. The red jumpsuit was hot and itchy, made from a synthetic material that felt like it was taking tiny bites out of her skin. She scratched at a spot on her wrist, then ran her hand down the length of her ponytail. The cupcakes had been a mistake.

“Did you go with Park Youth or Young Ballers?”

A woman named Cassie Lopez said this. Sasha didn’t know much about her—only that she was wearing a nurse’s costume and that, according to Anoushka, she had refused to vaccinate her children against Covid. The nurse’s costume was short, and Cassie had tied her husband’s gray sweatshirt around her waist.

“Park Youth,” Sasha said.

“That’s the right one,” Claire said. “I mean, you can say good-bye to your Saturday mornings—”

“And afternoons,” Cassie added.

“—but that’s the right one.”

Cassie adjusted her sweatshirt to cover the fronts of her thighs.

“I don’t think I can do another spring,” she said. “I swear to God, last year I spent a cumulative month in the car, shuttling Henry and Teddy between basketball games, club soccer games, and swim practice.”

“Well, thankfully they’re doing the construction on the pool this spring.” Claire smiled. “No swim practice.”

“No, no.” Cassie drank from her wine. “They’re finishing it by April. We’ll be back by May.”

“You’re kidding me. And what about the renovations to the dining room?”

“Not done until next October.”

“Remind me why we pay all this fucking money again?”

Cassie finished her wine. She said, “That’s a very good question.”

Mia folded her arms across her chest. “How much are dues to a country club?” she asked.

Claire raised her hand. “Please,” she said. “We’re all trying to enjoy ourselves.”

Everyone laughed, including Mia, and Sasha felt herself relax. She had been worried to tell her that she wouldn’t be able to go on their trip to Miami, though seeing the pleasant expression on Mia’s face now put her mind a little more at ease. Cassie said, “I’ll be honest—I miss the club’s fries,” and Sasha heard a child’s scream. She turned toward the other end of the backyard, where Lauren Jacobson’s son was throwing a fit next to a jack-o’-lantern, his Toad hat crumpled on the ground. She waved, then brushed a leaf from her shoulders.

To be clear, she had wanted to go to Miami—she would have killed someone for a few childless days, drinking margaritas beside a pool. But then three nights ago Emily had texted her to ask if she would like to come down to DC that same weekend. Marco was taking the kids camping, she said, and miraculously she had three days off from the hospital. When the text came through, Sasha was standing in front of the stove, scrambling egg whites for Ethan, and she read it over and over. Emily and Marco were having problems. She had two young children, a hellish job at Sibley Memorial, and very little time for herself. Giving the egg whites a stir, Sasha tapped the fingers of her free hand against her hip. She had felt like this was a no-brainer. She called Anoushka to make sure.

“Oh yeah,” Anoushka said. “You have to go to DC.”

“I feel like it’s the right thing to do.”

“Um, that’s correct.”

“Like, obviously I’d love to hang out by the pool, but Emily was really there for me when Ethan had appendicitis, you know?”

“Babe, for sure.”

“And, whatever, Mia and I can reschedule. It’s not like Miami’s going anywhere.”

“Right.” Sasha heard a car door close. There was a faint beeping and the sound of an engine turning on. “Exactly.”

The egg whites were done. Sasha transferred them to a plate and set them aside to cool before giving them to Ethan. “What do you think I should tell Mia?”

“I would just explain the situation. Say that Emily really needs support right now, and you and Mia can reschedule.”

The egg whites steamed. “Yeah, no, I think that’s right.”

“I mean, you’ve known each other forever, right?”

“Forever.”

“And we’re all adults here.”

“Totally.”

Sasha’s intention had been to follow Anoushka’s advice. But once Mia was actually sitting in front of her, telling the truth seemed impossible—she was too worried how Mia would react if she mentioned she was going to spend time with Emily. Lately she had seemed so needy, so desperate for Sasha’s attention. Multiple times a day she sent Sasha texts and DMs about subjects that Sasha couldn’t have cared less about. How she’d seen Maggie Gyllenhaal eating a croissant in Cobble Hill. How she couldn’t decide whether it would be funny or sad if she joined TikTok. How she’d gone on a date with a lawyer who asked if he could suck her toes. It was becoming a little repulsive—Sasha was busy at the gallery, and going to parent-teacher meetings at Ethan’s school, and baking gluten-free cupcakes, and Mia was sending her videos about a raccoon that was best friends with a golden retriever puppy.

The truth was that their lives looked very different these days. With someone like Anoushka, or Emily, for that matter, Sasha could get together and talk about what interested her without wondering if she was being boring. She could complain about Ethan’s temper tantrums, and what it was like to parent with a hangover, and they would know exactly what she was talking about. These conversations nourished her. When Sasha had them, she often felt like she was looking at a mirror image of her own life, which in turn made her feel less scared and alone. She could tell Anoushka that she’d threatened a Petco employee with violence and not worry that she sounded totally insane. She could say, “Sometimes I’ll drop Ethan off at school and then not think about him for the rest of the day,” and then a few seconds later ask, “Does that make me a terrible mother?”

In the backyard they talked for the next few minutes about their favorite Peloton instructors, and then what they all thought would go into the vacant storefront next to the Panera in Glenmont Square. Sasha glanced at Mia, and saw a slight smirk on her face as she cracked the knuckles of her left hand, pressing her thumb against each of her fingers. Then with an eerily graceful movement she simultaneously finished what remained in her wineglass and reached for a bottle of pinot grigio that was sitting on the patio table with her spare hand.

Cassie Lopez said, “Have either of you been to that new French place on Bloomfield?”

“Le Flâneur?” Claire shook her head. “No. We keep meaning to go.”

“You have to go.” Now Cassie turned to Mia. “The next time you’re out here, get Sasha to take you to Le Flâneur, on Bloomfield Avenue. I literally licked my plate at the end of dinner.”

Mia laughed. “That’s okay,” she said.

“Not a fan of French food?”

“Ha, no. It’s not that. I just live somewhere where there are real restaurants.”

She smiled; Cassie laughed once, and began probing her cheek with her tongue. For a long time no one spoke, and the sun dipped below the tops of the trees. Mia turned up the collar of her coat so it was flush against her neck. Then she turned to face Sasha, her smile fading. Sasha’s own mouth tightened. She pressed her teeth together until she could feel a sharp pain radiating throughout her jaw. Mia didn’t seem unsettled in the slightest. She drank more of her wine and ran a hand over her head, removing the mouse ears that she had been wearing and discarding them on the patio table.

It struck Sasha that Mia looked very pretty, even with the whiskers drawn onto her cheeks. She was thin, and her skin had a healthy glow to it, and her eyes were free of any dark circles. Her affect was effortless and light, as if humiliating Sasha in front of her new friends was the thing that she had come to do all along, and now that she had accomplished it she could finally start enjoying herself. She was reminded of Mia’s ability to do this—of how there had always been a part of her that was barbed and willing to break things—and that made Sasha jealous in a way that she also detested.

Finally Cassie asked, “Been to any good ones recently? Real restaurants, I mean.”

“Actually, yeah.” Mia smoothed down her hair. “Last week I went to Yoshino. It’s impossible to get into, but my friend Richie knows this guy who—”

“You’re talking about Yoshino on the Bowery?” The wicker basket slid an inch down Claire’s arm and the stuffed dog lolled to the right. She reached over to adjust it.

Mia’s face brightened. “Yeah, on the Bowery. It’s been written up everywhere.”

“That’s nice to hear. I did all the publicity.”

Cassie touched Mia’s wrist. She said, “Claire owns her own agency. She does all the big restaurants.”

Claire raised an eyebrow. She looked at the ends of each of her pigtails. “I’m worried about Yoshino, to be honest. Everyone thinks these omakase places are so cool, but the fact is this industry’s so fucking precarious, even more so after the pandemic, and I don’t know if a place with, like, eight stools and two seatings a night can do enough volume to survive.” She let go of her pigtails. “Sasha said you’ve got a book coming out with Knopf, is that right?”

Feedback screeched from one of Theo’s amplifiers, and the party’s guests cringed collectively. Sasha coughed—her throat had begun to itch.

Quietly Mia said, “That’s right.”

“Have you gotten a chance to meet Suzie Chen yet? She heads up publicity.”

“No.” Mia rubbed one of her ears. “I haven’t.”

“Well, if you want them to pay any attention to your book, you need to get it on Suzie’s radar.” Claire smiled, showing all her teeth. “You can use my name, if you like.”

The band’s lead singer adjusted the amplifiers, then stepped up to the microphone. He said, “I wonder if Bruce has technical difficulties too,” and Sasha heard a few people laugh. Mia looked at her, and then down at her wineglass. Her voice taut, she said, “Thanks, that’s a great tip,” then excused herself to get something to eat.

Sasha watched as she walked across the grass. She didn’t follow her.






4:10 PM Mia

A minute or so later Mia stood in front of another patio table, this one laid out with an assortment of snacks on an orange-and-black tablecloth. Bowls of popcorn and purple tortilla chips. A large plate holding four types of cheese, arranged in a semicircle around small heaps of dried fruit and nuts. Sensing that Sasha was staring at her, she focused her attention on a tray of deviled eggs.

Directly before her was the bowl of purple tortilla chips. She ate one without really tasting it, and thought of how an hour ago, after their discussion in the bathroom, they had gone downstairs together and into the backyard. Mia’s feet had felt heavy—she kept thinking about all of the Miami restaurants and shopping recommendations she had texted Sasha over the course of the past week, which made her want to die; Sasha on the other hand had walked quickly and buoyantly, as if she had dropped off a heavy piece of luggage at an airport bag-check counter and was rushing to her gate. She’d taken hold of Mia’s wrist as if she were a small child and brightly introduced her to that woman, Claire Matthews; Mia had half expected Sasha to whisper, “Now, say hello to the nice lady, Mia,” as she shook Claire’s hand. For the next ten minutes, Sasha had talked about all her favorite articles that Mia had written for the Times, as well as the book she was working on. At first this made Mia feel proud. Especially after what had happened in the bathroom, it was nice to hear Sasha show some interest in her life. After a while, though, all the bragging struck her as strange: When was the last time Sasha had given a shit about her job? Mia had the sensation of being trotted out before an audience, like a bear in a tutu trained to pirouette on a tightrope, and realized that what Sasha was really doing was bragging about herself. She could have been talking about anyone—what was important wasn’t Mia, or Mia’s accomplishments, but rather that this woman Claire Matthews was impressed by who Sasha knew. Basically: Sasha didn’t want Claire to think that she was friends with a bunch of losers.

Soon Mia had stopped listening, and started responding to all of Claire’s questions with a cold and impassive mm-hmm. Why had Sasha never worked that hard to impress her? Why had she so easily been able to cancel their plans without worrying how Mia would feel? Sasha excused herself to explain to Cassie Lopez where the cupcakes were in the kitchen, and for a few awkward moments Mia had stood in silence, watching as Claire fluffed the ruffles on her dress. Then Claire cleared her throat, pointed toward a cluster of small children, and asked Mia, “So, which one of those heathens is yours?” At first Mia was confused—she’d looked at Claire, and then at the children. Once she understood, she took a large drink of wine and said, “Oh, I don’t want one of those—I tried it once and it wasn’t really for me.” Claire’s eyes had narrowed slightly; she regarded Mia with the same fearful smile that Mia had received from a hundred other women her age, as if Mia’s childless status were a communicable disease. To Cassie, Sasha said, “If you can only manage one of the trays, that’s totally fine,” before refocusing all her attention back to Claire. Mia wondered: maybe the reason Sasha had never worried about impressing her was that she never cared what Mia thought.

She ate another tortilla chip, dipping this one into a bowl of watery salsa. Adam came to stand next to her. He was holding a glass filled with melting ice, and the tape on the bridge of his glasses was coming undone. With her mouth full Mia said, “Oh, hey.”

“Oh, hey. Have you had one of the cupcakes?”

Mia pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. She swallowed.

“No, why?”

“I think I got a weird one.”

“This whole party’s weird.”

“You’re not having a good time?”

“Are you?”

“I’m still trying to decide.” Adam placed his cup on the table. He wiped his hands against his pants, removed his eyeglasses, and began cleaning their lenses on his shirt. “I’ve been talking to this guy dressed up like a Ghostbuster for the last ten minutes. He’s straight and kind of hot in, like, a daddy way? Except he keeps asking me these intensely personal questions about the whole surrogacy process. I mean, I just met him, and now I’m supposed to tell him if we’re using my sperm or Rami’s?”

“Whose sperm are you using?”

“Unclear yet—that’s why Rami’s up in Norwalk. But we did this crazy test that screens for something like two hundred eighty-four genetic anomalies. It turns out that Rami carries three of them.”

“Like, bad ones?”

“I guess? One of them can make you lose your hearing when you’re, like, three years old. I forget what it’s called. Another one gives you cystic fibrosis. It’s really remarkable that straight people go around getting drunk and fucking and popping out babies without doing any of this stuff.”

“How many did you have?”

“None. Zero.”

“How would Rami feel about using your sperm?”

“He says fine. To be honest, I think he’s mostly upset that I had zero genetic conditions and he had three. He can be competitive about these things.”

Adam held the glasses up a few inches from his face and squinted through them. With a sigh, he lowered them again and scrubbed at the right lens. Mia ate another chip. She wanted to tell him: You know, those things are fake.

“Sasha bailed on our trip to Miami,” she said.

“You were going to go to Miami with Sasha?”

“Yeah, Adam, I told you about it over a week ago.”

He set the glasses back on his face.

“Okay, well, sorry. I’ve been a little distracted.”

Bits of salt clung to the tips of Mia’s fingers, and she brushed them against her coat. She said, “Whatever, it doesn’t matter,” and the sharp tone of her voice at once surprised and embarrassed her. Adam drew back his chin. She turned a few degrees away from him and ate another chip.

“Oh, okay,” he said.

“Look, it’s kind of shitty of her, all right? We never see each other anymore, so I go to all this trouble to plan a vacation and use a bunch of SkyMiles to buy a flight, and she seems all excited to go and then cancels on me with the dumbest excuse possible.”

“What was her excuse?”

Mia reached into her pocket for her tortoiseshell clasp. She pulled her hair up and off her neck.

“Something about childcare. I guess Theo has to go to Phoenix for work and Sasha’s babysitter can’t watch the kids.”

“Okay, Mia?” Adam squared his shoulders to her. “That sounds like a perfectly legitimate excuse.”

“It’s just very typical of her, is all I’m saying.”

Adam was quiet for a moment. Then he began shaking his head.

“Oh no,” Mia said. “Not you too.”

“You need to be nicer to her.”

“Explain to me how I’m not being nice to her.”

Adam set his hands on his hips. For a brief moment Mia saw him as a father, and herself as a child. Closer to the house, Richie talked to a little girl dressed as Elsa from Frozen. Laughing, he took her tiara and placed it on his head. The girl tugged at his shirt and he swatted at her hand.

“Sasha is obviously juggling a ton,” Adam said. “She’s got two kids, a full-time job, and, like, four bedrooms to decorate.”

“Why is that my problem?”

“I’m not saying that it’s your problem. I’m saying you need to check yourself before getting pissed at her for not deserting her responsibilities to go to Miami.”

Mia straightened her spine. She thought: This is not how this conversation was supposed to be going. When she told him that Sasha had flaked on her, Adam was supposed to say, “Oh my God, Mia, she can be so selfish sometimes.” He was supposed to take her side, thereby shifting the balance of power that existed—had always existed—among the three of them.

Except that wasn’t what was happening. Instead Adam was pursing his lips disapprovingly, and telling her to “check herself,” which so far as Mia could recall was a phrase that she had never heard him use a single time over the course of their twenty-year friendship. Instead of aligning himself with her, he was practicing his parenting skills on her, thus forming a de facto alliance with Sasha. Now it was Mia who was the odd one out, Mia who would be the subject of the discussions and jokes. They would say things like, “The best part about kids is that they give you an excuse not to go to Miami,” and “I think she’s really lonely.”

Turning her head to the side, Mia slipped her hands into the pockets of her coat and felt its hem brush against her thighs. Fallen leaves lined the base of the fence that encircled the backyard. Nearer to the stage where Theo and his band were playing, a man dressed as Woody from Toy Story lifted a toddler in a Buzz Lightyear costume so he could bob for apples. Mia thought of the cool, expressionless way that Claire Matthews spoke, of how Sasha clung to each and every movement. She realized she had made a gross miscalculation; she felt herself becoming sick.

“Okay,” she said. “Fine.”

Adam rubbed her shoulder. “Good girl.”

“Don’t push your luck.”

He held up both hands. Then he said, “You want to come meet this hot Ghostbuster?”

“Is he married?”

“I think so?”

“Then no.”

He left her standing at the table, where she ate a few more chips and finished what was left of her wine. She felt sick again, and couldn’t decide if she wanted to scream or cry. She worked for the New York Times. She had an article that had been optioned by Warner Bros., and had been given a book deal, and she owned an apartment in Brooklyn. After Sasha had humiliated her upstairs in the bathroom, she had somehow assumed that all of those things would give her the upper hand. She had assumed that, for the rest of the evening, she would be able to look down on a bunch of women who had given up, who had become worse versions of their mothers. Women who had memberships to country clubs and car insurance policies, and who spent their Sunday afternoons cleaning out the garage. Women who pretended to be excited when a new Sweetgreen opened up six miles away, and who, when they poured themselves glasses of wine, winked at one another and said something like, “Momma needs her juice.” Except none of that was true—or if it was true, it didn’t actually matter, because Claire Matthews had done all the publicity for Yoshino and was friends with Suzie Chen at Knopf. The only significant difference between her life and Mia’s was that Mia was alone and had fewer square feet. Richie danced around with the toddler’s tiara, and after watching him for a minute, Mia looked into her empty wineglass. At forty, she’d thought she would be more grown-up.

She moved to adjust the mouse ears, then remembered that she’d taken them off and left them on the patio table. This, too, now struck her as embarrassing: it had been such a performative rejection of Sasha’s party. She resolved to be better behaved for the rest of the evening, and to find a time to apologize to Sasha. The first step was to walk back to the patio table, and put on those fucking mouse ears, and say something pleasant to insert herself back into the conversation. She tried to think of what it could be; mostly she tried to think of how she might reframe the entire experience as a learning moment when she told her therapist about it, something that would make him say, “This sounds like a real breakthrough.” She ate one chip, and then another one. She was dipping a third into the watery salsa when a woman approached her, setting a hand on her wrist.

“I’m sorry, but you’re Mia, right?” she said.

The woman was dressed as Morticia Addams: long black dress, a straight wig, painted red fingernails. There was something familiar about her, and for a moment Mia struggled to remember how she knew her. Then it hit her: she had seen her all over Sasha’s Instagram. They had gone to Italy together in August. For an entire week Mia had scrutinized pictures of lakes, plates of glistening pasta, small children eating gelato, and Theo looking handsome in an unbuttoned linen shirt. The caption that Sasha gave all of it was Livin’ La Vita Dolce! When Mia first read it, she’d performatively cringed, and said to no one in particular, “Jesus fucking Christ.” Then, as she’d wandered around alone, she felt herself having two very distinct and separate thoughts: the first one was, I don’t want anything that looks like this; the second one was, Why don’t have I something that looks like this?

The woman’s name was Anoushka. She had high cheekbones and wide, quick eyes. She also had a husband named Jivan, two sons named Arjun and Ishaan, and a Bernedoodle she liked to dress up in a green bandana—Mia had scrutinized her Instagram too. The dog looked like a Muppet, and Anoushka often captioned pictures of it with things like lol he hates me so much for this. Mia had spent hours scrolling through her grid—probably about as much time as she had spent scrolling through Sasha’s. She was from Michigan and had gone to business school at Columbia and had a thing for pretty sunsets. Last Christmas she had taken a family trip to Aruba.

“Yeah,” Mia said. “Have we met?”

Anoushka tightened her grip on Mia’s wrist. With her other hand she touched her own chest. “Oh my God, you must think I’m such a freak. I’m sorry, Sasha talks about you all the time, and I’ve been dying to meet you. I’m Anoushka.”

Mia squinted for a moment.

“Oh, right, I think she’s mentioned you too,” she said. And then: “Hi.”

Anoushka brushed the wig away from her forehead.

“I’m sorry, I should have come to save you when I saw you talking to Claire, but that would have required me talking to Claire, and I made myself a promise that I’d do less of that.”

“Oh, she doesn’t seem so bad.”

“You don’t know her—she’s the fucking worst.”

To her own surprise, Mia laughed. On the other side of the backyard, Claire picked a leaf off Sasha’s shoulder and dropped it to the ground.

“Seriously, you have no idea—she thinks because she has this dumb PR agency she owns this town. It’s like, come on. It’s PR, for God’s sake,” Anoushka said. “On the first Wednesday of every month she hosts this book club, and at the last meeting she made everyone go around and rate their life using an A to F grade system.”

“What did she give herself?”

“An A minus. But the minus was only because she hates her husband. Sorry, I can really get going about her. She sucks, and I’m just waiting for Sasha to realize she sucks too.”

Mia nodded. She wondered what grade she would give her own life.

“That trip you took to Italy…” she said.

“What about it?”

“Oh, nothing. It looked really nice.”

For a second or two Anoushka looked off into the distance, her gaze settling above the top of the fence, as if she was trying to remember having gone to Italy at all. Finally she said, “It was fun. It would have been more fun without the kids, but it was fun.”

“Well, the pictures looked nice, at least.”

She turned to Mia, her eyes brightening. A strand of fake cobweb clung to her wig.

“But you,” she said, “Sasha said you’re going to Miami soon, right? That’s so smart. It’s so goddamned gray around here in the winter. If I don’t go somewhere with a little bit of sun, I go full-on insane.”

“No, yeah, same. But I actually don’t think that trip is going to work out anymore.”

“Because Sasha can’t go? Listen, Mia, if you want company, let me come with you. I’m fun, I promise.”

“Oh.” Mia let out a little laugh, her chin dipping. “To be honest, it was probably a bad idea. I have this book I need to write, and a trip would be a distraction.”

“Well, regardless, it was nice of you to be so understanding with Sasha. It sounds like your friend Emily could really use her help.”

The lead singer of Theo’s band announced that they would be taking another break; Sasha left Claire and Cassie and walked toward the house. Mia felt her face becoming warm.

“Sorry, what was that about Emily?”

“Sasha said that she was going through a rough time with her marriage, so she had to go to DC to help her out. I mean, what are you going to say, right? When my aunt and uncle separated when I was a kid, she turned into a literal shell of a person. Like, my mom had to fly to California and cook a month’s worth of food for her to make sure she wouldn’t starve. And what’s insane is that my aunt was a chef. Like, an actual, working chef. She…”

Anoushka kept talking; Mia thought of the excuses that Sasha had given her in the bathroom—the babysitter with an infirm father, school pickup and drop-off, a business trip to Phoenix. Each of them was overexplained, and filled with the sort of details you’d use to flesh out a lie. Inevitably, she also thought of Marco, and of the difficulty he and Emily were having. Sasha had been the one to tell Mia about it—she had been speaking to Emily—and when she described the situation, Marco was made out to be the villain. She called him things like selfish and unsupportive, and talked about how he wasn’t understanding of Emily’s long hours at the hospital, as if Sasha was the one who was actually having marital problems. All of it angered Mia in a way that surprised her; she found herself rushing to defend Marco. She said things like, “I always thought she was kind of a bitch,” and “He would be better off without her,” then set her phone on the table and walked away from it so she didn’t have to listen as Sasha berated her for not understanding how hard marriage was. A few times she’d thought about calling Marco herself, or at least texting him to ask how he was doing, but she’d always stopped short of doing it. She didn’t want to be seen as gloating or opportunistic or desperate. She didn’t want to have to explain to him that she knew what it was like to suddenly find yourself alone.

But none of that was the point. The point was that Sasha had picked Emily over Mia and hadn’t had the courage to tell her so. And this—the fact that she had lied—was a hundred times more painful than the truth itself. It proved to Mia something she had suspected for a while: that she and Sasha weren’t the sort of friends that they used to be, and that she was the idiot for wanting to hang on.

“Anyway, my aunt lost something like twenty pounds and got a line from a Rumi poem tattooed on her wrist,” Anoushka said. “I’m serious about Miami, by the way.”

Sasha walked into the kitchen. Theo’s band played the final chord of “Glory Days” as the door closed slowly behind her.

Mia said, “Excuse me for a second, there’s something I forgot to do.”





4:30 PM Adam

“So, wait a second,” the Ghostbuster said, “you just, like, went up to Norwalk, Connecticut, and jerked off in a cup?”

Adam considered the question.

He said, “I mean, yeah, basically, I guess.”

“And now they’re going to use a turkey baster or something and put it inside the woman?”

“Well, first they have to make embryos. That’s where the egg donor comes in. Then they test the embryos, and then they transfer one to the gestational carrier.”

“And that’s when they use the turkey baster.”

“I don’t think they use an actual turkey baster.”

“My cousin’s a lesbian, and she and her wife used a turkey baster. Twice.”

“That’s some luck.”

The Ghostbuster worried a corner of the label on his beer bottle, pulling it away from the glass. “You know, to be honest, I thought the whole thing was going to be a little more complicated than that.”

Adam shrugged. He said, “Science is pretty amazing,” and shook the ice in his cup.

He was lying. The whole thing was, in fact, a little more complicated than that. For example, when the nurse at the clinic in Norwalk had handed Adam the specimen cup into which he was meant to ejaculate, she gave him very stern instructions to not only collect every single drop of his semen but also to record the exact time that he came—preferably, she added, to the second. And if he did manage to drip any on the side of the cup or, say, over one of his knuckles, then he needed to make note of that too, so the doctor could account for it in his records.

“Is that a big deal?” he’d asked her. “I mean if it, like, dribbles a little?”

The nurse handed him the cup. It was plastic and had a sturdy screw-on top. Affixed to one side of it was a label with two blanks for him to fill in. One of them said Name, and the other, Time.

“Just try to get it in the cup,” she said, then left him and closed the door.

Adam had looked around him. The room was small, about twice the size of an office cubicle. A counter ran along one side of it, at the center of which was a sink, a bottle of antibacterial hand soap, and a bowl filled with individual sachets of lubricant. There was also a chair on which Adam was ostensibly meant to sit while he masturbated. It was upholstered in fake leather and covered with the sort of crinkly paper that was used to protect chairs in dentists’ and doctors’ offices. It stuck to the backs of Adam’s thighs and, whenever he moved his wrist in the requisite jerking motion, made a sound that was certainly loud enough to be heard at the nurse’s desk outside. This was embarrassing. For a minute or so he tried to be as quiet as possible, but then he reminded himself that the entire reason he had come to Norwalk, Connecticut, was to masturbate, and that the stranger who was sitting outside was the same stranger who had led him to the room in which he was currently sitting, a room whose designated purpose was, well, masturbating. He reminded himself that when straight couples made babies, they were often in places far less comfortable than this—places like the backseats of Volkswagens and all-inclusive resorts in Cancún. He gritted his teeth, cleared his mind, and got to work.

“So, are you going to, like, tell the kid where he came from at some point?” the Ghostbuster asked.

“Well, we don’t know if the baby will be a he. We’ve actually decided not to select the sex.”

“You can do that?”

“Some people do.”

The Ghostbuster rubbed the stubble on his cheek. “Wow.”

Adam had come to hate these conversations—the intensely personal questions strangers always asked him, and the obligation he felt to answer them; the worry that he was giving something secret away. The Ghostbuster said “Wow” again, and Adam smiled. He wondered where Mia had gone.

“How long does the whole thing take?” the Ghostbuster asked.

“Around two years.”

“Two years?!”

“If we’re lucky.”

“Christ, you could have one of mine, if you want. We’ve got three, and let me tell you—”

Another Ghostbuster came up to stand beside him—a woman who, given the urgent manner in which she whispered to the first Ghostbuster, Adam surmised was his wife. He stood there awkwardly, checking his phone for texts from Rami, and glancing every so often over his shoulder. Then he heard the Ghostbuster’s wife say, “Well, David, that’s what happens when you put on a diaper drunk,” and decided to make a trip to the kitchen to refill his cup. On the way, he stepped over discarded bits of costumes, lying forgotten in the grass. A Scooby-Doo mask and a prosthetic hook hand. Cruella de Vil’s cigarette holder. As he neared the house’s back door, he took off the glasses he was wearing and rubbed their lenses along the hem of his shirt. The tape around the bridge had come undone, and he took a moment to reaffix it.

The door he walked through led into a darkened living room. All the floor lamps were turned off, and the sun had dipped far enough below the tree line to cast everything in shadow. He passed behind the couch and then into the foyer, where he heard the echo of Mia’s voice. He listened for a moment, then followed it to find her in the kitchen.

“That’s not the point, Sasha,” she said.

She was standing with her ass pressed up against the countertop. Even though she was wearing her coat, her arms were folded across her chest, like she was protecting herself from the cold. On the other side of the kitchen, Sasha searched for something in the open refrigerator. Mia took a quick look at Adam. The lead singer of Theo’s band thanked everyone for indulging them. An amplifier screeched and no one clapped.

Sasha said, “Can we talk about this later, please?”

“No, actually, we can’t. Because I never see you.”

Sasha’s shoulders tensed. “I’m not doing this right now,” she said, and began opening and closing the refrigerator’s drawers.

“Isn’t that convenient.”

Adam took a step deeper into the kitchen.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Sasha’s a liar. That’s what’s going on.”

There was a small crashing sound near the refrigerator: a plastic bottle of ketchup lay on the kitchen floor. Sasha said, “Shit.” She reached down to pick it up and replaced it in one of the shelves that lined the door, just as Theo came in from outside.

“Babe, do you know where the bat is?”

“The what?”

“The baseball bat. The kids are dying to get this piñata going.”

“Why would I know where the baseball bat is?”

“Because you bought it last week?”

“I’m sorry, am I the only one who lives here? Are you incapable of finding something yourself?”

“Uh, okay. Wow.”

The refrigerator started beeping. Mia said, “Sasha,” and Sasha covered her face with her hands. Theo frowned; Adam ran his tongue across his teeth. A bowl of apples sat in the center of the kitchen island, the overhead lights reflecting off their skins. He still couldn’t figure out what was going on—all he knew was that there was an uneasy fluttering in his stomach. He picked up one of the apples.

He said, “Guys, I’m not sure what happened, but I’m sure it’s not that big of a deal.”

No one acknowledged him. Mouthing something to herself, Mia pulled her arms tighter across her chest. Sasha opened another drawer, then slammed it. Bottles rattled in their shelves.

“There was a whole fucking tray of Jell-O shots in here,” she said. “And now they’ve disappeared.”

The door from the foyer swung open and through it Richie stepped into the kitchen. Bits of orange frosting coated the stubble of his beard. There was a half-eaten cupcake in his right hand.

“There’s something wrong with these cupcakes,” he said. And then: “Ohhh, are we having a group meeting?”

Mia unfolded her arms. “Sasha’s bailing on our trip to Miami to go hang out with Emily and her kids in DC.”

“Emily Emily?”

“Emily Emily.”

Richie rolled his eyes. He walked to a trash can, opened it, and dropped the cupcake inside.

He said, “Gross.”

Shutting the refrigerator, Sasha turned around and closed her eyes. Adam watched as she pinched the bridge of her nose.

“I’m sorry I can’t go to Miami, Mia,” she said.

“The point isn’t Miami!”

“Okay, but are you sure about that?”

“Oh my God, Sasha, are you being serious right now? The point is you fucking lied to me!” The fluttering in Adam’s stomach grew faster. Mia turned to face Richie, raising the register of her voice. “She made up some bullshit excuse about Theo going on a work trip to Phoenix and not being able to find childcare. But that’s not what she’s doing at all. She’s going down to DC to hang out with my ex-boyfriend’s wife. She lied.”

Theo said, “I have to go to Phoenix?”

Richie said, “Oh, that’s shitty.”

Outside there were four older children taking turns on the piñata with a sizable stick. Adam heard four loud whacks in quick succession, followed by a happy scream. Richie took the apple from him. He gave it two rubs against his shirt, then pierced it with his front teeth.

Sasha threw up her hands.

“This is insane,” she said. “I mean, this is actually insane. You want to know why I lied to you, Mia? Because I knew that if I didn’t, this is exactly what would happen. You’d throw some fit—”

“I am not throwing a fit.”

“—and I’d have to deal with you being pissed at me all afternoon.” She pressed her fingers against her temples. “Look, Emily needs my help, okay? She has a demanding job and two kids to take care of. I know that it’s impossible for you to understand what that amount of responsibility is like, but that’s not my fault, and it’s not hers either. You’re just going to have to accept that this is something I have to do. We can go to Miami another time.”

Mia took a sharp breath, her eyes glossing over. Richie ate another bite of his apple. His jaw moved in slow, methodical circles.

He said, “You’re a selfish bitch, Sasha.”

“Excuse me?”

Theo stepped between them. He said, “That’s enough, Richie.”

But Richie pushed past him. “You. Are. A. Selfish. Bitch,” he said, and took a third bite. “Sasha.”

“Oh, okay.” She laughed cruelly. “Coming from the king of kindness himself—who, by the way, couldn’t even be bothered to wear a costume. That’s great. That’s really great, Richie.” She laughed again, this time tilting her gaze to the ceiling. “I was trying to be nice, you know. By inviting all of you? I thought, okay, we haven’t seen them in a while, this will give us a chance to, I don’t know, evolve. But instead all you do is come out here and act like a bunch of children and embarrass me in front of my friends.”

“We’re your friends, Sasha,” Mia said. “Are you forgetting that? We’re the ones who have known you the longest. We’re the ones who actually care about you.”

“Are you? Because five minutes ago you were treating Claire and Cassie like they were some backcountry hicks.”

“Oh my God, I was just trying to be funny!”

“You knew exactly what you were doing.”

“Okay, well, guess what: That woman Claire? She sucks. Okay? She sucks. She’s like a fucking walking Lululemon headband.”

“Well, I like her!”

Mia slammed her open palm against the island.

“Goddamn it, Sasha! How many times do I have to tell you: you don’t like her, you like me!”

Veins bulged along the length of Sasha’s neck. Her fists clenched.

She said, “What do you want from me, Mia? To pretend like we’re all living together in some shitty apartment in Midtown East again? To listen to you go on and on and on about how you don’t know if you ever got over Marco? To respond with LOL to every stupid dog video you send me? To keep retelling the same goddamned stories that we’ve been telling for the last twenty-two years because that’s the only thing we have to talk about anymore? I can’t do that! I’m a fucking adult! I have kids, and a marriage, and a mortgage, and, like, in-laws who I have to cook for on Thanksgiving! So, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what else to tell you, Mia, other than to grow up. Okay? Just grow up already!”

The air left the room. There were sounds from the party outside, though now they seemed distant. Mia’s chest heaved; she pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes. Richie finished what was left of his apple, then tossed its core into the sink.

He turned to Theo and said, “You know that Sasha fucked Mitch Reynolds a few years ago, right?”

Theo laughed. “What?”

“Yeah. It happened a number of times, apparently. A proper affair, if we want to be ‘grown-up’ about it.” He exaggerated the air quotes around grown-up, then wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. “But, oof, can you imagine? Having sex with Mitch Reynolds? That’s some desperate shit.”

The color drained from Theo’s face; Sasha’s jaw trembled. In the year that followed, Adam would think about this moment many times a day—first with anger, and then with regret, and then, finally, with a fantastical desire to crawl back inside of it, deconstruct it, and reconfigure its pieces into a wholly different arrangement. He would blame himself for not being able to stop something he saw coming from its beginning, for not being able to defuse a ticking bomb. More than anything, he would wonder how they had gotten here. He would wonder how five people could have loved each other so completely, only then to decide they were repulsed by the monsters they had become.

“Get out,” Sasha said. “All of you.”

Adam took off his glasses.

“But I didn’t do anything.”

“I said get out, Adam.”





5:30 PM Mia

Five minutes later, on the street outside Sasha’s house, Mia removed her phone from the pocket of her coat. Her fingers shook as she tapped its screen; there was this awful feeling in the pit of her stomach. She scrolled through her applications, tapped the phone again, and ordered an Uber.

“I’ll get us a car to the train station,” she said.

“No way.” Richie sat down on the curb. “Get us one back to the city.”

“That’ll cost, like, a hundred fifty dollars.”

“I don’t care. I’ll Venmo you. I want to get out of this place.”

Richie reached into his pocket for his vape, then exhaled a long plume of smoke. When he spoke it was slower than normal, his sentences lacking articulation. Mia thought of the tray of Jell-O shots that Sasha couldn’t find, and of how she hadn’t really seen much of Richie at the party. She watched as he lowered the vape, then as he removed his sunglasses from the top of his head and put them on his face, his spine hunched beneath his sweater. She glanced at Adam—his back was turned toward her. Since they’d stepped outside he hadn’t said anything. Mia clipped her hair up with her tortoiseshell clasp, working her lower lip with her teeth. A family left the house. The mother was dressed as a glass, the father as a carton of milk, and their child as a chocolate chip cookie. The cookie fell; the milk scooped her up. Mia looked at the screen of her phone. She entered her Greenpoint address and confirmed a car.

“It’s eighteen minutes away.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“You can try if you want.”

“My battery’s at two percent.”

“Then I guess we’ll have to wait.”

Mia sat on the curb next to him, pulling her coat across her knees. The tiny car icon idled motionless on her phone. The knot in her stomach grew. It pressed against her ribs and made it more difficult to breathe. Richie brought his vape to his lips; Mia waved the smoke away from her face. She thought about going back into the house to apologize to Sasha. She imagined telling her that she recognized she was being immature and selfish, and that she didn’t actually care that Sasha had lied about Emily, even though she did, so long as that meant they could move on. She pictured them walking upstairs and going back into the bathroom where Sasha had drawn the whiskers on her face. She imagined saying something like, “So, it turns out I’m a bitch,” and Sasha laughing a little before responding with, “It turns out I’m one too,” and then spending a few minutes deciding where this fight ranked in the history of every fight they had ever had. It would be so easy, she thought, and then tomorrow she could text Sasha as if nothing had ever happened, and they could both act like things were normal between them.

But then she remembered all the things that Sasha had said to her, how small and insignificant she had made her feel. And for doing what? Being hurt that Sasha had done something shitty? Making an effort, then having that effort thrown back in her face? Richie pulled on his vape again—this time Mia let the smoke cloud her face. She considered that the downside of knowing people for so long was having time to change what you thought about them, and decided that if she had met Sasha now, at forty years old, she would have hated her. No—not would have, but did. She did hate Sasha, and the realization made her feel light and giddy, like she wanted to grab Richie’s arm and laugh. At the very least, it was enough to keep her from going back inside.

“You shouldn’t have said that about Mitch Reynolds.”

Adam had turned back around. His fake glasses were off, slipped into the pocket of his shirt, and there was a faint red mark across the bridge of his nose.

Richie twisted to look up at him.

“Okay, well, it’s true.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Actually, Adam? I do. Nina Guzman told me. She walked in on them fucking in Amagansett.”

The Milk and Cookie family piled into a Tesla parked halfway down the street and a minute or so later it glided silently in front of the house. Streetlamps flickered on throughout the neighborhood. Mia could feel Adam staring at her; pulling her knees to her chest, she kept her gaze fixed forward. She considered the revelation of Sasha’s infidelity, turning it over, examining its many sides, trying to decide what she made of it. She kept waiting to feel surprised, or appalled, or curious, because those were the normal reactions to finding out that someone you knew had been having an affair. But none of those feelings came. All Mia could think was: How could she not tell me? How could Sasha have sex with Mitch Reynolds multiple times and not tell me?

Adam said, “It was a shitty thing to do, is all I’m saying.”

“And why, exactly, was it shitty?”

“Because it’s none of your business, Richie. It’s not your marriage.”

Richie stood from the curb. He took a few steps back, then righted himself, planting his boots in the grass. He removed his sunglasses.

“So, let me get this straight: it’s completely fine for Sasha to be selfish, and to lie to Mia, and to tell us all to grow up. But when I point out that she’s a hypocrite because she’s the one who cheated on her husband with Mitch Reynolds, then somehow I’m the villain?”

“I never said anyone was a villain.”

“But you are. That’s exactly what you’re doing. You’re implying it.” Richie ran his hand beneath his nose. He said, “And not for nothing, Adam, but it’s what you’ve been implying for the last twenty years.”

Adam was becoming flustered—Mia could see it. He kept licking his lips, and his gaze darted between the street and Richie and the house. Lines formed across his forehead, as if he couldn’t quite figure out how the conversation had arrived at this point and was trying to remember a word that he had inexplicably forgotten.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. All I’m trying to say is that I think backing out of a trip to Miami is a little different than ruining a marriage.”

Lights turned on in the house across the street. Mia saw a woman walk the length of a living room. She knew she should say something, but she couldn’t think of what. For the third time that evening, she had the sensation of sinking into the earth, of being both angry and scared, but mostly wanting to disappear. On her screen, the car remained exactly where it had been four minutes ago, its orientation flipping at ninety-degree angles without making any actual progress. Richie rocked back on his heels. She was beginning to wonder if they would ever get home.

“Every time you asked me if I really needed another drink. Every time you fucking, like, touched my knee under the table to shut me up at dinner. When you told me it was a bad idea to travel to Mexico with drugs in a peanut butter jar—”

“I didn’t want you to get arrested!”

“—that’s exactly what you were doing. You were telling me that I was the villain, and you were a saint, and without you I’d be hopeless. It’s exhausting, Adam. Don’t you see that? It’s not kindness, it’s moral superiority, and it’s fucking exhausting.”

Adam continued to stare at Mia. He removed his hands from his pockets and was holding his palms up, as if he was feeling for rain, and his eyes were wide and pleading. Mia’s initial instinct was to stand and walk over to him and hug him, in the same way that when she heard the shower dripping, she went into the bathroom and gave the faucet a hard twist without thinking about it. She stopped herself, though—because why should she have to come to his defense when he had done nothing to come to hers? She suddenly recalled every moment that Adam had gone back to switch off a light that she had accidentally left on when walking out of a room, every time he had said, “Actually, Mia, you can recycle that.” She recalled the awful pout he’d made with his lips an hour earlier, when he told her to check herself, and every other time his magnanimity had made her feel like she was less than a good person.

She said, “He’s right, Adam. You’re fucking exhausting.”

Adam opened his mouth, made a noise that sounded like hum, and closed it slowly. He removed the fake glasses from his shirt pocket and returned them to the bridge of his nose, as if that would help him see more clearly; when she thought about it in retrospect, Mia would find this particularly heartbreaking. Then for about ten seconds his face stiffened and his mind seemed to travel elsewhere, to some place where it was free to reach conclusions that until now it had resisted.

“I’m so over this,” he said. “It’s like, I try so hard to make everyone happy, but what’s the point? You’re going to be miserable and mean no matter what I do. So, guess what? I’m done.” He placed his hand against his chest. “I’m done.”

Richie blew another cloud of smoke out into the night. He said, “Good for you, Gandhi,” but Adam had turned and walked a few feet down the street. Then he stopped, illuminated his phone, looked at a street sign, and walked back in the other direction, passing Mia and Richie again without so much as a glance. Mia’s lungs felt empty, like she was swimming in a heavy surf, and each time she emerged to catch her breath, another wave was there, forcing her beneath the water’s surface. Her vision blurred over: she wished she could take everything back, and start again with what she knew now. She wished she could move through the last twenty years, sweeping away all the resentments and slights that had accumulated into this particular moment. But she couldn’t—they all made their choices. Adam was walking down the street, and Sasha was cleaning up Halloween decorations, and Mia was sitting on the curb outside. The resentments were part of the landscape—you couldn’t sweep them away.

“You’re going to be a shitty father!” Richie shouted, and Mia wrapped her hand around Richie’s ankle, pulling him down toward the curb.

Adam didn’t stop walking. He reached the corner and, after consulting his phone beneath a streetlamp, turned right and continued on to wherever he was going. Mia watched him until he disappeared behind an overgrown box hedge.

The Uber was still eighteen minutes away.
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8:30 AM Mia

It had been raining all morning. At four thirty, when Mia woke up jet-lagged and confused, a heavy storm had already settled on the city. For a while she lay in bed and listened to it. Then, as she brushed her teeth, she watched it gather strength from the single window of her hotel room. As dawn broke, cresting over the East River, puddles captured slivers of sunlight. Glass façades turned from black, to purple, to a weak, watery orange.

But now the rain had stopped. Bits of blue spring sky forced through the clouds, and the air was lighter. Walking across West Seventieth Street, Mia opened her palm to see if she could feel anything, and when she didn’t, she folded her umbrella, shook it twice, and looped it around her wrist. At intervals along the sidewalk, trees were starting to grow new leaves, their branches dotted with buds; small green shoots sprouted from flower beds. She smelled baking bread and fresh mulch and her mind began to sharpen, pushing through the sludge of time changes and transatlantic flights. When she reached the restaurant, she stopped beneath its awning to switch the umbrella between her hands and remove her coat. She looked at her reflection, straightening her dress and slicking down the back of her hair. Puffing her cheeks, she pushed open the door.

Inside was more or less exactly as she remembered it. There were the same red banquettes, the same black-and-white-checkered floors, the same rickety wooden chairs. She was looking around, searching the faces of the other patrons, when a hostess approached her to ask if she wanted to sit down. Mia draped her coat over her arm. She said, “I’m actually here to meet someone” at the same moment that Lev rose and waved to her from a table by the window.

“Well, hello,” he said.

“Hi, Lev.”

“You look gorgeous.”

“I’ve been up since four. I feel like shit.”

“Okay, but you look gorgeous.”

Mia pressed her cheek against his and felt his hand on her lower back. A server, a blonde with high cheekbones and thin lips, delivered their menus and filled two cups with coffee. Mia spread her napkin across her lap; Lev set both his elbows on the table. He linked his fingers together into a tight knot, creating a small pedestal on which he rested his chin.

“Mia Hoffmann,” he said.

“Yes?”

He smiled. “Nothing at all.”

They had agreed to get together earlier this week, while she was still in London. On Tuesday, the website Deadline had published an article saying that Daisy Edgar-Jones had joined the cast of Mia’s show, and she had sent the story to Lev. It was an obnoxious move and transparently rotten, and she knew as much but she did it anyway. They hadn’t spoken in over a year, and until that point she had been so good, so perfectly well-behaved.

She hadn’t called him to gloat when Warner Bros. announced the show was getting made, nor when she was added as a producer; she figured the classier thing to do was let him hear it all through gossip. But on Tuesday when the casting notice came through, she was sitting alone at a bar near her flat in Islington. She had hardly spoken to anyone that day, and maybe because of everything else that had happened, for the first time since leaving New York she found herself suddenly and achingly homesick. Drunk and lonely and two degrees too raw, she’d opened up a new email on her phone to Lev. She attached the link to the story, thought for a moment, and then typed, I’ll try not to let it go to my head.

Chewing on her thumb, she read it over once and clicked send.

Within thirty seconds he had responded: Don’t love her but good for you, and two lines lower, ever back in town?

Mia scratched the space between her eyes and ordered a fourth glass of wine. She typed, Be there this week actually, then put her phone away before he could ask her why.

In the restaurant, Lev squinted at the menu. Reaching into his shirt pocket, he removed a pair of thin silver readers.

“What are you going to get?” he asked.

“I don’t know. The oatmeal? I’m not really hungry.”

“You should eat something. You can’t grieve on an empty stomach.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

He looked up at her. “No need to make it kinky,” he said.

His hair had turned grayer, and two soft jowls were beginning to form on the sides of his chin. Watching him adjust his glasses to read the menu, she felt a precise and surprising affection toward him, a warmth that made her realize that, despite any reservations she’d had back in London, she was actually very glad to see him. It was true that he hadn’t been a particularly good partner. He could be brutish and condescending, and because he had very few practical skills and refused to learn any new ones, taking care of him required a tremendous amount of effort. But he also reminded her of parts of her life that now struck Mia as important and meaningful, even if she hadn’t realized they were important and meaningful at the time. Besides, having to do Lev’s laundry wasn’t her problem anymore. The chore of taking care of Lev now belonged to someone else.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“An egg white omelet with a side of fruit.”

“Look at you.”

“I’ve got my cholesterol down from two-forty to one-thirty.”

“What finally inspired you?”

“I want to live longer than Christopher Hitchens.”

“I think that’s an admirable goal, Lev.”

The server returned to take their order. Mia asked for her oatmeal, and then watched with a familiar embarrassment as Lev flirted with the woman, angling his chair toward her to ask if she’d ever considered becoming an actress. Mia looked out the restaurant’s window. Exactly one week ago, she had been riding up the escalator of the tube stop in Covent Garden. That afternoon she had a meeting in Holborn, and she remembered being determined to get there without getting lost or consulting directions. For five minutes she’d walked with a purposeful stride, but then her confidence waned; breaking her own rule, she stepped into a Pret a Manger to see where she was on her phone. She opened Google Maps and zoomed in on where she was standing. The blue dot was not where it was supposed to be—she’d been walking in the wrong direction on Long Acre. Sighing, she put her phone away, left Pret a Manger, and walked the other way.

At that point she had no plan to return to New York. Now that she was here, though, she supposed it was nice to be in a place where she knew her way around. Yes, despite everything else that had happened, at least there was that: she knew her way around. Her hotel was down in Chelsea, and when she’d left it this morning to come meet Lev, she had made the journey entirely by instinct. She’d caught an uptown-bound number one train at Fourteenth Street and ridden it to Seventy-Second Street. Her feet had led her around corners and down stairs and to the most strategic end of the train without her having to think about it. The feeling was pleasant, sort of like listening to an old song she’d liked as a teenager and realizing she still remembered every lyric. She walked past a bar on Broadway where she and Marco had planned a vacation to the Dominican Republic that they never took, and a bench where she’d cried after being passed over for a promotion. She found herself remembering a long list of mundane meals, and mediocre parties, and pointless arguments. Of busted apartments, and promising first kisses, and disappointing breakups, and drunken afternoons, and painful mornings. She thought about how strange time was—the sly way it had of making things precious. Her memories were boring and had become less truthful every day, and the friends she’d made them with she hadn’t spoken to in years. But that didn’t change the fact that those memories belonged to her. It didn’t change the fact that she knew how to get to Café Luxembourg without having to look at her phone.

Lev said, “You’re telling me you’re not related to Michelle Pfeiffer?” and, blushing, the server collected their menus. Once she was gone, Lev angled his chair back toward the table. Mia raised one eyebrow.

“What?” he said.

“You’re incorrigible.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He sipped his coffee. “So, tell me how it’s all going.”

“How all of what is going?”

“You know”—Lev made a circular motion with his hand—“all of it.”

Mia tucked her hair behind her ears. She straightened her fork and took a sip of water. “I think it’s going well? I mean, I have absolutely no idea how to make a television show, but that doesn’t seem to bother anyone.”

“No one knows how to make a television show, and yet they keep getting made. What about the book?”

“It’ll be out this July. It was going to be last month, but Knopf moved it at the last minute.” Mia took another sip of water. “I guess they’re hoping that there’s another catastrophic heat wave or some other major weather event that they can use to help with publicity and push sales.”

“That’s smart.”

“I think it’s kind of gross.”

“No, no.” Lev shook his head. “It’s smart.”

The server returned with their food. For a few seconds Mia watched Lev eat. He still chewed with his mouth open, and attacked his food like it had insulted him or was about to run off his plate. Using the edge of his fork, he took a large bite of his omelet and swallowed it without chewing. A fleck of egg white clung to a corner of his lips.

“What about you?” she asked. “How’s life?”

“Oh, fine. It’s all perfectly fine.”

“I liked that piece you did on whether AI is going to lead to a nuclear war.”

“It should have come out two months earlier. It got caught up in fact-checking. Everyone and their mother had run a similar story by the time we finally published.”

“Well, I thought it was very good. Classic, old-school Archaki. Also, you’ve got some egg on your face.”

Now he smiled a little. He wiped away the egg and when he lowered his napkin Mia saw that he was blushing.

“Thanks,” he said.

“And how’s Sarah?”

“It’s Sara. Like the a in car.”

“Sorry. How’s Sara. You’ve been together for how long now? Two years?”

“About two and a half.” Lev’s smile faded. He set his hand on top of his coffee cup and moved it back and forth. “She’s at a bachelorette party in Nashville. This morning she sent me a picture of her drinking tequila out of a giant plastic penis. All of her friends are getting married.”

“She’s about that age, I guess.”

“Yes, she’s about that age. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Are you seeing anyone?”

Mia smoothed her napkin on her lap. Up until recently she had been. His name was Jerome, and she had met him through a colleague of hers at the New York Times’s London bureau. He was a barrister, with soft brown hair and a tendency to raise his voice an octave when he laughed. For a little over three months they’d dated. But then one night he got drunk and started defending Liz Truss with such a violent fervor that his lower lip started trembling and he spilled his beer down the front of his sweater. After that, Mia stopped calling him back.

“I’m trying to focus on my work right now,” she said.

Lev nodded. “Smart girl. You’ve got a television show to write.”

“And produce.”

Now he gave her an incredulous look. “You’re producing too?”

“Am I not allowed to? I wrote the story, Lev. If it wasn’t for me, there wouldn’t be any goddamned show.”

“Who taught you how to talk like that?”

“You did.”

Lev smiled, then wiped his mouth with his napkin. Through the restaurant’s window Mia watched as the hostess sat two people at a table in an enclosed dining hut on the street. Beyond them, a woman looked at her phone while her dog investigated something on the sidewalk. Lev finished his omelet and half of his fruit, and the server cleared their plates away and brought the check. Opening her purse, Mia offered to pay; Lev protested and made a futile show of reaching for his wallet. A few minutes later, as they stood outside, he traded his readers for a large pair of sunglasses and turned up the collar of his coat. The clouds had cleared completely; the hoods of cars sparkled in the light. Mia brushed a piece of white lint from her dress.

“What time does everything start?” Lev asked.

“The service is at eleven.”

“I’m very sorry, by the way.”

“Thanks.” Mia took hold of two of his fingers and squeezed them. “I appreciate that.”

“I’ll say it again, though: you look gorgeous. Much too gorgeous to be going to a funeral.”

“Knock it off.”

“I’m serious. Have you lost weight?”

“Lev?”

“Yes?”

She let go of his fingers. “Please stop.”

He said he would walk her east, as far as the station at Seventy-Second Street, but then he needed to get back to work; at ten o’clock he had a call with an economic policy adviser from the White House for a story he was working on about lingering inflation. Mia didn’t need anyone to walk her two blocks—in fact, she was looking forward to a few minutes to gather herself before she headed back downtown—but still she let him take her arm, and deliberately slowed her pace to match his own. At Amsterdam Avenue they turned north, stepping around what remained of the morning’s puddles. Neither of them had spoken for a minute or two, and as she was preparing to say good-bye and cross the street, Lev stopped Mia and said: “Do you ever think about what would have happened if…”

Here he got quiet again. Mia waited for him to finish the thought, and when he didn’t, she asked, “If what?”

“I don’t know. If you would have had that kid.”

“Oh.”

A woman with a handcart walked toward them and Mia stepped out of the way. The truth was that she did think about it sometimes. Walking through Regent’s Park or past a playground, she would see someone pushing a child around in a stroller or on a swing, and she would think: Holy shit, there was a split second when that could have been me. The rest of the afternoon she would spend parsing out how her life could have ended up so wholly unrecognizable had one tiny thing gone differently at any given moment—how for the last forty-two years she had been making choices that hadn’t struck her as worth noticing, but that in fact made up the very shape of her existence. She suspected that wasn’t what Lev was talking about, though, and so she said, “I think that things probably worked out exactly as they were supposed to.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“Yes. Or, no. I don’t know.”

Again he nodded, then removed his sunglasses to scratch at the bridge of his nose. When Mia looked at him again, she saw that his eyes were red.

“Yeah,” he said, “me too.”





9:45 AM Sasha

“Oh, how sad,” Roz said. “I’m very sorry to hear that, Sasha.”

Theo sat on the other end of the couch from her, dressed in his black suit. When she looked over at him he was twisting his watch on his wrist. Sasha crossed her feet at the ankles, uncrossed them, pressed her lips together. In her right hand she held a tissue. She curled it around her fingers and pain radiated through her knuckles.

She said, “It’s okay. I mean, it’s not, of course, but that’s also not why we’re here, and there’s nothing we can really do about it, so I’m fine talking about something else.”

Slowly Roz nodded, allowing Sasha to believe for a moment that she had said something profound. She was sitting in an expensive-looking chair with a complicated ergonomic design. It had no back—only a gray cushion where Roz sat, and then two tilted slabs where she placed her knees, and which allowed her to keep her spine perfectly erect, Sphynx-like. The sight made Sasha self-conscious of her own posture, of the way her shoulders were slouching forward, and now she took a moment to straighten them. Sensing Theo staring at her, she twisted the tissue tighter. In her purse was a small foam ball, a tool that her physical therapist had given her to help strengthen the muscles in her hand. She resisted the urge to reach for it.

“And this was a close friend?”

“Yes. Or, sort of. We hadn’t spoken in a while.”

“Still, I can understand how that’s very hard.” Roz shifted, repositioning her knees on the slats. “You could have canceled, you know. I think that would have been perfectly appropriate.”

Sasha smiled weakly. She said, “Oh no. That’s okay.”

The truth was she had wanted to cancel the appointment, but had forgotten to, and by the time she remembered they were well past Roz’s seventy-two-hour cancellation window. She was going to a funeral, and there were presently five titanium screws holding together the metacarpals in her right hand, and now she would have to pay someone for time spent not listening to her problems. It made her resent Roz, along with every other member of the psychotherapeutic-industrial complex, a business model that suddenly seemed to Sasha to have been built on the last-minute scheduling conflicts of grieving, anxious people. It also made her want to sit in Roz’s office and cry on Roz’s couch and silently wonder if the plants on Roz’s windowsill were getting the water they needed. It made her sad in a peculiar and unsettling way that, after forty-two years of living, she had never experienced before.

She said, “It’s actually pretty convenient—the church is right down the street.”

Roz nodded again, and as before, Sasha felt as though her observation carried more weight than she anticipated.

She reached down and scratched her heel.

“And the two of you?” A pair of glasses hung from a chain around Roz’s neck, and now she lifted them to her nose. “How are you two doing?”

Theo looked at Sasha.

He said, “Do you want to go?” at the same time she said, “Why don’t you go ahead and start?”

An uncomfortable silence followed. Sasha could hear the voices of two men fighting in the park outside, along with the whine of a siren. Theo took a deep breath, then held it in his chest as he rubbed a hand against his cheek.

“We’ve had some ups and downs,” he said.

He began to tell a story about Sasha preparing Ethan’s lunch last week. Sasha didn’t know where he was going with it, and she felt her shoulders tense, as if preparing for an attack. This had become a common feeling—the anticipation of waiting to hear how Theo would characterize what had happened between them during the past week, and the surprise of discovering that his interpretations conflicted so violently with her own. But now she heard Theo telling Roz that making Ethan’s lunch was the sort of thing he had seen her do countless times, often without really noticing, but on this particular day he stood at the entrance to the kitchen and observed as Sasha set out a sandwich, a plate of Goldfish, and thin slices of a red apple.

She heard him say, “What I noticed was how much love she was putting into our family by doing all these little things.”

Roz said, “That’s wonderful, Theo. And how did that make you feel?”

The men continued fighting in the park outside. One of them said, “Suck my cock,” and Theo looked up at the ceiling.

“Warm, I think?”

“Where in the body?”

“Behind my sternum.” He squinted. “No, actually it’s a little lower than that, like more in my stomach. And honestly, kind of horny. Can I say that?”

Roz removed her glasses.

She said, “You can say that, and that’s excellent.”

Roz was big on bodily sensations. She was also big on Mindful Noticing, a process that, when she first suggested it a few months ago, she’d enunciated with such a slow and careful deliberateness that Sasha immediately knew they were dealing with a proper noun. Theo had mentioned that he was still having trouble trusting Sasha—that even though he had been married to her for ten years and had watched her give birth to two children, he was still seeing her not as his wife or as a mother but rather as a woman who had fucked Mitch Reynolds. After drawing them a chart that involved a series of interlocking triangles and crossing, zigzagging lines, Roz had said that the solution to this problem was to start seeing each other from new perspectives and in new contexts. How one of them set the table for dinner, for example, or talked excitedly about a new episode of a podcast—she said it would help them learn how to be together again.

Theo reached across the couch and linked his hand with Sasha’s.

He said, “I think so too.”

Sasha smiled. Then she looked down so he didn’t see her wince. He was pressing against one of the screws. They had been drilled into her last year, during an operation at the Hospital for Special Surgery. Coming back from Costco on a rainy Saturday, she’d skidded out and hit a traffic sign on the Garden State Parkway. When she was sure she hadn’t died, she stepped out of the car and onto the wet grass of the shoulder, where she frowned at the airbag, mushrooming from the steering wheel, along with a raccoon-sized dent in the driver’s-side door. By this point other cars had stopped, their headlights slicing through the gray drizzle. A truck sped by, roaring in her ears. Shaking the stars from her eyes, she drew her phone from her pocket and called Theo.

She said, “Don’t panic, but I crashed the Volvo and my phone’s almost out of battery.”

“Oh my God,” he said. “Oh my God.”

He’d started crying, which made her feel a mixture of deep love and profound irritation: she was the one who had crashed. Once he calmed down, he said, “Where are you, exactly?” and asked if she was okay. She told him she was, then hung up the phone and realized that a small bone was poking through the skin on the back of her hand. A week later, a colleague of Theo’s in the city gave them Roz’s name. Sasha had started sleeping in the bedroom again, instead of on the pullout couch next to the Peloton bike in the guest room. A surgery involving orthopedic screwdrivers was performed on her hand, and afterward she began seeing a physical therapist named Claudia who had a practice in a strip mall in Paramus. Spooked by the specter of vehicular death, Theo started talking to her about Fixing Things.

“I feel like we’re making some real progress here,” Roz said.

Theo crossed his legs, setting his ankle on top of his thigh.

He said, “Yeah, you know, right now it feels like that too.”

Sasha looked down at his fingers again: they were rubbing the red ridge of her scars.

Two nights ago they had gone to dinner in Maplewood. Roz had said that, in addition to Mindful Noticing, they needed to be spending quality time with each other, taking themselves on little date nights where topics like the size of Mitch Reynolds’s penis (“big”), and whether it was bigger than Theo’s (“I don’t think you want to actually know that”), along with the general state of their marriage, were off-limits. Two nights ago Sasha had picked the restaurant, a new Italian place Anoushka had suggested that featured a thirty-two-dollar lasagna on its menu; it arrived at the table in a deep terra-cotta dish, and the waiter warned Sasha it would burn her if she touched it. They ordered a bottle of red wine from a thick green binder, and took small, responsible sips from their glasses while they searched for something appropriate to discuss. Theo said, “Sometimes I worry that Ethan didn’t inherit my rhythm,” and then, after neatly dividing a plate of caprese into two equal-sized portions, moved on to Israel’s invasion of Gaza. On the other side of the restaurant a couple a few decades older than they were sat a small square table, and occasionally Sasha glanced over at them as she listened to Theo talk. Their eyes were focused on their food, and over the course of an hour they scarcely acknowledged each other. Pouring them both more wine, Theo said, “I feel like I don’t know if I’m actually allowed to have an opinion on it, you know?” Sasha nodded and glanced back to the couple.

Roz asked, “And Sasha, where are you in all this?”

Blinking, Sasha sat up straighter.

“Oh yeah, hi, I’m right here.”

Roz smiled. “I guess what I’m asking is if you’re having any feelings you’d like to share.”

Sasha looked at a fiddle-leaf fig tree in the corner of Roz’s office. There were so many things she wanted to share—the problem was that two years ago she had stopped speaking to the only people she wanted to share them with. She had seen Mia only once since their fight, at a baby shower for Courtney Paulson in the back room of a restaurant in Tribeca. She tried to make pleasant conversation with her—she even said something like, “Oh, Jesus, thank God you’re here”—but Mia had just smiled at her coldly. She muttered something about having to use the bathroom, then walked away—except not toward the bathroom, but rather to the opposite corner of the room where Nina Guzman was talking with Satya Patel. Sasha’s mouth hung agape; she wanted to scream, “You don’t even fucking like them, Mia,” before she remembered that Mia had once said the same thing to her in her kitchen in Montclair, and that now when it came down to it, Mia probably liked Satya and Nina more than she liked Sasha. For the next hour, she stood entirely and utterly alone, trying to shake off the unsettling feeling that people were talking about her, or shifting their eyes away when she looked at them. She stayed until Courtney opened all of her gifts, then slipped out through the front of the restaurant. She still wasn’t sure if anyone had seen her leave. For the next few hours, she checked her phone more than she normally did, wondering if Mia had texted her with an indication that it was at least nice to be in the same room together again. She never did. She moved clear across the ocean, and she never did.

But now, with Roz staring at her, Sasha thought of what she would say to Mia about her current feelings, if she had the courage to call her. On the one hand, she thought that she and Theo should definitely get a divorce. They had been coming here for, like, a year, and as far as she could tell they had made very little progress. She was still cast as the Piece of Shit, and he as a victim who had been subjected to her abuse, and there was no indication that any amount of Mindful Noticing was going to change that. Lately she had even found herself becoming angry. She would hear Theo say something like “Yeah, I think it’s going to take a little more time for us to move past this,” and an acidic rage would rise up to her ears. Why couldn’t he stop being such a pussy? People had affairs all the time. Besides, it wasn’t like she was proud of fucking Mitch Reynolds—in fact, she was actually pretty embarrassed by it—so why did he get to take one of her mistakes and use it to make himself a martyr? Why did he get to assume that fucking Mitch Reynolds had anything to do with him at all?

What complicated things was that, even when she was contemplating divorce, she knew for certain that she had never loved him more. It was a love that was so whole and so all-consuming that occasionally when she thought about it, she felt herself becoming frightened and light-headed and needed to lie down.

Mostly she wondered if when her mother told her on her wedding day that a marriage takes work, what she was actually saying was that Sasha would never know if what she was doing was right. She would have to accept that happiness wasn’t something that she stumbled into, or that was given to her, but was instead a condition she would have to always work to create, like good posture or low cholesterol. She was never going to be content with being only a wife, or a mother, or single, or old, or young, or anywhere in between, no matter what all the commercials and Instagram ads had conspired to make her believe. She was a human being. No single one of those identities would ever contain her. Instead she was going to wake up every day, and smile at her husband, and privately wonder whether he was the best or worst decision of her life.

She said, “We had sex last night. It was the first time in, like, a year.”

Next to her she could sense Theo blushing.

She said, “I initiated it. I also had a vaginal orgasm—which, like, I can’t even tell you the last time that happened. Honestly, I had sort of accepted I wouldn’t come from sex anymore.”

Roz’s eyes brightened. She leaned forward on her ergonomically complex chair.

“And what did you notice about Theo that led to that moment.”

Sasha turned toward her husband. She knew she should make up something to say—that so much of what they had been doing here for the last year was making up the right things to say. But the truth was the only thing she had noticed was the gray that had taken over the sides of his hair, the way each morning he had to massage the bottoms of his feet with a rolling pin to relieve the plantar fasciitis that pained him when he walked. Put another way: she had noticed the ways he had become inevitably more himself. Theo was Theo was Theo, just as Sasha was Sasha was Sasha, and that seemed to her to be the only noticeable thing that mattered.

She turned to face Roz. Before leaving the house this morning she had put on a thin silver necklace, and now with her good hand she reached up to straighten it.

“I didn’t notice anything,” she said. “I was sad that Adam had died and I think I just wanted to feel something else.”





10:30 AM Mia

The service began at eleven o’clock, and although Mia arrived at the church early, when she got there people were already standing in loose huddles on the sidewalk in front of it, and on the steps leading up to the chapel. The doors were open, and through them Mia could see rows of simple wooden pews and an altar decorated with vases of white lilies. On either side of it were enlarged photographs set on wooden easels. A formal headshot from the law firm where Adam had worked, a picture of him hiking with Rami during their honeymoon in Patagonia. Mia remembered that trip, how every few days she would receive a text from him about something incredible he had seen.

But encountering the pictures there, in the church, was strange, and her first instinct was to make fun of him. She wanted to find him on the street outside, or call him and say, “You would put your picture next to Jesus’s,” but then she remembered that he was gone, and that those thoughts she would now have to reserve for someone else, someone who understood them a little bit less. She looked at the picture of him in Patagonia again, moving her hair behind her ears. Lev texted her to say thx for breakfast, and then, have fun at the funeral? She turned off her phone without responding.

Running along one side of the church was a quiet, enclosed garden. Mia pushed open a small gate and walked by beds filled with tulips and daffodils, azaleas and peonies. She saw Nina Guzman and Courtney Paulson sitting on a wooden bench and, after smoothing down the front of her dress, walked over to them.

“Mia.” Courtney startled. “Oh my God, hi.”

“Yeah, hi.”

Courtney’s eyes narrowed. She said, unkindly, “You look amazing.”

Mia looked down at herself. “Thanks?”

“No, I’m serious. What work did you get done?”

Nina said: “Courtney.”

Mia said: “None. I mean, a little Botox, but—”

“Botox doesn’t count. My husband gets Botox.”

“Where is he?”

“Doing an emergency root canal for some idiot in New Canaan.” Courtney squinted. “Seriously, Mia, what have you been doing?”

“I don’t know. Sleeping? Moisturizing?”

“Okay, well, whatever it is, it’s working. You look younger than you did in college.”

“Did I look old in college?”

“Take the compliment, okay?” Courtney set her hands on her knees. “Meanwhile, I can’t lose this baby weight.”

Mia laughed and rolled her eyes, even though what she was thinking was: It’s true, Courtney looks like she ate herself. It wasn’t a particularly generous thought, though she couldn’t seem to stop it from coming, and after the private shame of having it washed over her, she realized that it actually felt good, or if not good, then at the very least stabilizing, to know that her mind had not succumbed entirely to grief.

She said, “You’re being insane—you look great,” then kissed Courtney’s cheek, smelling the jasmine of her perfume. Church bells pealed; high overhead, a cloud momentarily blocked the sun, darkening the garden in a cool shadow. For a few moments, Courtney, Nina, and Mia stood in silence.

Then Nina said, “Did you see Sasha? She and Theo are inside.”

Mia smiled; holding her hands together at her waist, she answered, “No, not yet.” The last time she’d seen Sasha they had all been standing around at Courtney’s baby shower, drinking glasses of champagne as they watched her unwrap her gifts. Mia knew Sasha was going to be there, and was prepared to say that she was sorry they had fallen out—she just wanted to hear Sasha say it first. Instead, Sasha had acted like nothing had happened—had said something like, “Oh, thank God you’re here.”

It was exactly what Mia was thinking, because the baby shower itself was awful and suffocating and weirdly regressive in the precise way that she would want to dissect with Sasha. There was a gender-reveal moment that involved a red velvet cake whose insides were dyed blue, and a lot of little onesies with trucks on them that said things like “Man of the House.” At that moment, though, it wasn’t good enough for Mia. She wanted more—she wanted to see Sasha grovel for the things that she had said to her—and it wasn’t until she had walked away from her, and realized that Sasha had quietly left the party, that she began to wonder if she was being greedy. She considered the possibility that “Oh, thank God you’re here” meant more than “I’m sorry,” which was something she herself muttered thoughtlessly to strangers a hundred times a day. By that point it was too late, though: she had deserted Sasha and left her alone, which was one more slight for which they would have to account. A week later, she left for London without saying good-bye. She posted Instagram stories from Buckingham Palace and the Broadway Market in Hackney, and checked her phone compulsively until she confirmed that Sasha had looked at them.

Smiling at Nina, she said, “I’ll have to go in and say hello,” then looked over her shoulder and back toward the church. The cloud had passed, and now unfettered sunlight turned the bricks a bright shade of red. Silver reflections pooled in the windowpanes.

Mia said, “Did you go inside the church? It feels so weird to see Adam’s face in there.”

“Why?” Nina asked.

“I don’t know—just, like, when was the last time Adam went to a fucking church, you know?”

Now Nina looked at her a little strangely.

“He volunteered here for the last year and a half. He helped in the Community Closet every Saturday afternoon.”

Mia’s forehead warmed. She felt a pressure build behind her eyes.

“I knew that, obviously. I’m only saying that it’s weird.”

Nina sighed. She pulled her phone from her purse, pouted into its screen, then replaced it.

She said, “It feels like people are dying all the time now, you know? Like we’re getting to that age.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Nina,” Courtney said. “We’re forty-two, not ninety-five. And it’s not like everyone has AIDS.”

Nina turned to face Courtney. She began talking about someone’s cousin, who was recently diagnosed with colon cancer and died before his thirty-ninth birthday, and then someone else, who was told she had five months to live after a dermatologist discovered stage-five melanoma during a routine mole check. Mia’s forehead grew warmer—she felt offended. Fine, sure, there were a few people who had died, but it wasn’t some great scourge or plague, and she thought that to lump Adam’s death alongside everyone else’s made a mockery of the present situation. She wanted her grief to feel like a possession, something that she needed to protect, something that was fragile and unique. She wanted to punch Nina in the teeth.

She said: “You’re right, Nina. That’s so true.”



It was weird to think that, a week ago, everything was still possible. Last Friday, sitting in a crowded pub in Holborn, she could have called Adam up, said something like, “British men have surprisingly good asses,” or “Do you think I’m starting to look more like Angela Merkel or George Clooney?” She never did that, though—the last time they’d spoken was on the curb in Montclair. She knew it was her job to apologize to him. Whereas she was ninety-five percent sure that Sasha had been a bitch to her, she was one hundred percent sure that she had been a bitch to Adam—but for a variety of reasons, some of which she understood and some of which she didn’t, that was a harder pill to swallow.

She had come to the pub in Holborn with one of her colleagues from the London bureau, Maureen. They were halfway through their second pints when Mia’s phone started ringing. It was sitting on the bar between two soggy coasters, and she put it in her purse without looking at its screen. The pub was full, packed with an after-work crowd, and although Maureen was sitting right next to her, occasionally Mia had to yell to be heard. A trio of men in pressed slacks and button-down shirts squeezed behind her, holding their beers above their heads. She leaned forward on her stool to let them pass.

Maureen said, “Would you ever date a guy who owned a cat?”

Mia’s phone rang again. Reaching into her purse, she silenced it.

“No way.”

“Okay, but what about two cats?”

“How does two cats make things any better?”

“I can’t explain it.” Her colleague finished her pint. “But it does.”

Another group of men passed behind Mia, and after they had gone, she flagged down the bartender for the check. She and Maureen weaved their way toward the pub’s entrance, and then out onto Great Russell Street, making small talk about the day. At the Holborn tube station, Mia watched her colleague disappear, then turned north toward the British Museum. At Russell Square, she sat on a bench and removed her right foot from its shoe to rub at a sore muscle. After a minute or so, she slipped her shoe back on, about to stand up and continue walking when she remembered her phone, ringing between the coasters on the bar, that needy, pitiless sound. Her shoulders slumped: it had been a long week. She was tired and a little drunk, and chances were it was her mother who had called. The last thing she wanted to do was hear some story about someone else who had gotten divorced, or some childhood neighbor who was sick. Sighing, she reached into her purse.

There were seven missed calls. And they weren’t from her mother, but rather from Richie Fournier. Seeing his name, Mia frowned. Richie had recently gotten sober again, though seeing the number of times he had called made her worry that had changed. Bringing the phone to her ear, Mia listened to the first message. It was short—“Hi, Mia, it’s Richie, call me back”—but there was something strange about his voice, a quivering that Mia thought she could hear but wasn’t sure of, because at the moment he began speaking, a bus hurtled past. She waited until it was gone. Then she pulled up his number and called him.

“Can you make it fast?” she said when he answered. “I’m sitting in a park, I don’t really know where I am, and I really have to pee.”

Another bus drove by, its wheels splashing against the wet pavement.

Richie said: “Mia, something’s happened. Adam’s died.”

He and Rami had been riding Citi Bikes home from an Indigo Girls concert in Flatbush, he told her, their first night out in something like eight months. It was late, and they had entered Prospect Park at its southeast corner, intending to cut through it to reach Prospect Heights and eventually Fort Greene. Adam had his AirPods with him; he offered Rami the left one so they could both listen to “Galileo” as they rode. Adam had been drinking—not much, only a little—and as they were passing the carousel, about where Ocean Avenue met Flatbush, Adam abruptly took off in a sprint, challenging Rami to a race. But Rami did not want to race; Rami was having a perfectly pleasant time. And so he let Adam ride on ahead, his legs pumping as he climbed a hill, turned a corner, and disappeared. The moon shone through the leaf-bare trees; Rami was singing “How long ’til my soul gets it right” when, without any warning, the music sputtered out and stopped. He pedaled onward, the bike creaking beneath him as he too mounted the hill that led to the park’s northernmost exit. When he reached the top, he saw Adam on the ground, his bike resting on top of him. His phone lay shattered next to his right hand.

“It’s called hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. The heart walls get thick, and they can’t pump as much blood anymore. The doctors told Rami it’s genetic, but there’s no way he could have known he had it without an ultrasound.”

She had the sensation of falling, of the ground beneath her splitting open and sinking to the center of the earth.

She said, “That can’t be right. Adam didn’t have any genetic conditions. That’s why they used his sperm for Lucy. He got tested for them all in Norwalk, Connecticut.”

Richie was quiet. Then he said, “Well, I don’t know anything about Norwalk, Connecticut.”

She started crying without knowing it, and then when she realized what was happening, she cried harder. The sun was setting over London, turning the roads pink. A man on an adjacent bench looked at Mia, who ran a hand over her face. There were a number of things she still had to tell Adam. For example: There was a Paul Cézanne painting at the National Gallery that reminded her of him. The Painter’s Father, Louis-Auguste Cézanne, Room 41, Level 2. In it a man was rendered in thick brushstrokes, the newspaper he was reading clutched with both hands. His legs were crossed, his chin dipped, and his face was rapt with an expression of pleasurable concentration. She couldn’t see it without thinking of him. It reminded her of the hours they’d spent together at the library in college, the way he always held his books an inch from his nose. Also: once she’d made out with Nina Guzman. They were both drunk, waiting in line for the bathroom at some off-campus party. Neither of them ever acknowledged it, and sometimes Mia wondered if she’d dreamed up the whole thing, but then she would remember the taste of Nina’s coconut lip balm and feel a little sick.

“There’s going to be a memorial next week. I’ll send you all the details.” Richie’s voice softened. He said, “The Indigo Girls, Mia. Fucking ‘Galileo.’ ”

She thought of other things—memories, opinions, questions. Bits of gossip she had picked up between then and now. All of it had seemed dumb and trivial, like the least urgent thing in the world—their lives had become so sprawling, so unwieldy, she had always figured there would be more time. But now that he was gone, it all took on an unbearable significance: everything that she experienced from now on would be something that she would not be able to talk to Adam about. She felt something inside of her crack open, and from it poured a new kind of sadness that she didn’t know how to contend with. She sensed the unrelenting quickness of time, of how it kept speeding up and how, no matter how hard she tried, she would never be able to outrun it. Acid rose from her stomach. She thought, All you had to do was fucking call him, and choked it back down.

“Mia?” Richie said. “Mia, have I lost you? Are you still there?”

She set the phone down next to her without hanging up and listened as Richie’s voice was overtaken by all the noise of London. She kept her hand covering her face.



In the church garden, a bee investigated a tulip, then moved on to an azalea, hovering a few inches above it before flying away.

Nina said, “It really goes to show that you have to treat every moment like it’s your last, you know? We have to keep reminding ourselves of that.”

Courtney pinched the bridge of her nose. “For God’s sake, Nina.”

“What?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I’m not.”

Courtney pulled a pair of sunglasses from her purse. They were large and black, with octagonal lenses.

She said, “Well, then, do us all a favor and spare us the live, laugh, love crap.”

A car honked on Hudson Street, and a few seconds later honked again. Nina’s brow furrowed. She stood up from the bench.

“You know what, Courtney?” she said. “Fuck you.”

“Yeah, okay, ha-ha. Fuck me.”

“No, I’m serious.” Nina clasped her hands together at her waist. “You’re a miserable person. That’s why Alison Liu doesn’t talk to you anymore, and why Geoff divorced you. You’re miserable, and you’re never not going to be miserable, and I can’t believe I was ever stupid enough to be in love with you. Also? Your baby looks like Winston Churchill.”

Courtney’s mouth hung open. She turned to Mia. “Are you hearing this?”

Mia looked at Nina, and then at Courtney, and then to the entrance of the garden, where Rami now stood, a concerned expression on his face.

She said, “I mean, don’t all babies sort of look like Winston Churchill?” and then: “Excuse me for a second.”

A small fountain stood at the center of the garden, and Mia circled around it to reach Rami. Lucy was in his arms, wearing a tiny white dress. Her hair fell in dark brown curls, and as Mia looked at her, she thought: She has Adam’s eyes.

“Rami,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”

Lucy yawned. She put her fist in her mouth.

“Have you heard from Richie today?” Rami asked.

“No—why?”

“He’s not here.”

Mia glanced over her shoulder. Courtney was pointing her finger at Nina; Nina was holding her purse to her chest and looking pitifully at Courtney.

“I’m sure he’ll show up.”

“I’ve called him eight times, and he hasn’t answered. He won’t even answer my texts. I just talked to the priest, and we’ve got to start this thing.” His jaw tensed. “I’m worried something’s happened.”

“I’m sure there’s a logical reason.”

“Okay, but what if it’s that he’s pissed himself in a bar somewhere.”

“You don’t know that. Also, he promised me he wouldn’t drink again.”

“That’s what we all say.”

A vein pulsed on Rami’s forehead. With two fingers Lucy touched his chin, and for a second he looked like he was going to cry.

“I put her in a black dress at first, I bought one yesterday for, like, two hundred dollars. But have you ever seen a baby in a black dress, Mia? You haven’t, right? Because it’s really sad, it’s just really sad to see a baby in a black dress, so I put her in this white one instead.” He wiped his eyes. “Do you think that’s okay?”

“I think that she looks beautiful.”

“Mia, I don’t think I can do this.”

What was there to say? She had thought the same thing as she flew over the Atlantic. It had struck her as inconceivable that she had to perform all these mundane tasks while such an impossible one lay before her. How she was supposed to take a shower, and respond to text messages, and eat oatmeal when all she wanted to do was cry or sleep?

She said, “I know. But the thing is, you have to, so you will.”

Rami looked toward the church. He pulled his phone from the pocket of his coat as Lucy grabbed hold of his nose.

“We have to start,” he said. “We can’t wait for Richie.”

“Can you give him five more minutes?”

“No. I’m tired of giving him five more minutes. I’ve been giving him five more minutes for the last six years.”





11:00 AM Marco

Mia didn’t see him when she walked into the church. He was sitting with Alison Liu in one of the back pews, and when Mia came in with Rami and Nina, she went right by him without turning her head. For a second he considered doing something to get her attention, like standing up, or saying her name, or speaking too loudly about something totally unrelated to her so that she heard his voice, turned around, and smiled. He did none of these things; instead he remembered the fight he and Emily had had yesterday. In his lap was a paper program, on the cover of which were a black-and-white photograph of Adam and the words In Memoriam in a weird, archaic font. By now the church had filled with a mix of people from Adam’s life: colleagues, Rami’s family, friends Marco didn’t know. He read the front of the program again, curling the corner of it between two fingers. Then he watched as Mia continued down the length of the nave, passing Sasha and Theo and slipping into a pew a few rows back from the altar. Her hair was combed straight. It was longer than the last time he’d seen her.

“When was the last time you saw Adam?” Alison asked.

“I don’t know. It must have been a few years ago now. We were still wearing masks.”

“Oh. So, like, a while.”

“Yeah. A while.”

Alison nodded, slowly twirling her wedding ring with her thumb. For a few seconds she was quiet. Then she said: “I saw him last month.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I was running in Brooklyn Bridge Park and he was there with Rami and their daughter, Leslie.”

“I think it’s Lucy?”

“That’s what I said. Anyway, I stopped and we chatted for a bit.”

Rami leaned over to whisper something to Mia. He handed her the little girl, setting her in Mia’s lap, and then stood up to speak to the priest, a young man with a graying beard dressed in white vestments. Mia stroked the little girl’s head.

Marco said, “You’re lucky you got to see him.”

“We were actually pretty close. I’m devastated.”

“It is, objectively, very sad.”

Alison told Marco that when they ran into each other in the park, she and Adam had debated whether Taylor Swift and Travis Kelce were actually dating or if it was a cynical publicity stunt created in a boardroom by a bunch of agents. Then she said that she had tickets for the Eras Tour in Paris, and started to cry. Marco wondered how to respond. In the week since Adam died, he had seen pictures of him posted to Instagram, so many pictures, along with lists of memories and elegies about the important space he had occupied in everyone’s lives. Reading them, he worried he also should be posting a picture, or sharing a meaningful and specific memory about something nice Adam once did for him, and the fact that he hadn’t meant that everyone else would secretly think that he was heartless or at the very least lazy. He had, for a while now, worried that he was heartless and lazy.

When he got to the church twenty minutes ago, he had seen Adam’s aunt standing in the vestibule and had gone up to her to pay his respects. He said, “Hi, Patty, my name is Marco Bernardi. I was a friend of Adam’s. I’m so sorry for your loss.” She had looked at him a little strangely, like she was trying to place him, and when she couldn’t she set a clammy hand on top of his and said: “Adam had so many friends.” It was true—Adam did—but it also made Marco want to clarify, in the same way that Alison was clarifying to him now, that he wasn’t just anyone, that in fact he and Adam had been closer than most of the people in the room. For instance: they’d texted each other all through the night of the 2016 elections. The next morning when they were both gutted and hungover, they’d called each other and asked questions like “Should we go to Mexico or Canada?”

He didn’t really understand it. Years ago someone he knew from high school had committed suicide by swallowing thirty Ambien, and for the month afterward people kept posting messages on his Facebook wall. Marco tracked it obsessively, checking in to see how many likes something like “Rest in power, bro” could get in a single day. It had all seemed so grotesque and competitive, like everyone was trying to siphon off a little attention from this poor guy’s misfortune, but now he wondered if it was something else. A neediness, maybe, or a craving for affirmation. They shared every other part of their lives, so why should grief be any different? Why shouldn’t they want to have their own private sadness acknowledged as a public commodity, something to be compared and judged and commented on and liked? And if they did, then whose fault was that? No one’s, really, aside from the companies that had convinced them that sharing was a good idea in the first place, and that happiness was all about performance and direct-to-consumer denim. He found that the older he got, the less he knew about what was right to say or feel. Maybe everything had fundamentally changed, and he was the one who was the idiot for trying to pretend that it hadn’t. Maybe the best thing to do when someone died was post a picture and write, “I miss him too.”

Alison kept crying; Marco opened the program again. He read through the schedule of the service, and then the priest asked them to please rise for the opening prayer. He whispered, “You’re going to have a great time in Paris,” and reached down to hold her hand.



He’d taken the train up from Washington early this morning, the 6:30 AM Northeast Regional to Moynihan Station; last night Emily had come by the apartment with David to pick up Ava and Margot. They were spending the weekend in Annapolis, where David had a home, and they wanted to leave early in the morning to beat the traffic. Marco had said to her that it wasn’t a problem—it was his week with the girls, and he could drop them off on his way to Union Station in the morning. But Emily had told him to stop making things difficult. “We said we weren’t going to fight over things like this,” she said. “Besides, it just makes more sense for everyone if they stay with us in Kalorama.”

Marco was packing his weekend bag when Emily rang the doorbell at his condo; the girls were on the sofa, watching television. He let Emily and David in, nodded at David, and returned to his bedroom to unzip his suit from its dry-cleaning bag. As he opened the closet, he heard Emily ask Ava what Marco had given her for dinner and whether there were any vegetables involved, and then David say something about spending Saturday on a sailboat. A minute later, Emily stood in the doorway to the bedroom. She knocked on the frame as if Marco weren’t already staring at her, and then glanced at the pile of clothes sitting on a chair beside the bed.

“How long will you be up there?” she asked.

Marco laid the suit out. He picked out a tie, decided it looked cheap, and exchanged it for a different one.

He said, “Just the weekend. I can pick them up on Sunday night, if that makes things easy.”

Emily nodded. As she started to leave the room, Marco said, “You could still come, you know. Sasha’s going to be there.”

“We haven’t spoken in so long.”

“Okay, well, it’s not like you didn’t know Adam.”

“Marco…” She sounded tired and annoyed, which in turn annoyed him. “We’ve been through this. David and I have had this trip planned for a long time. He’s excited for the girls to see the house.”

“Right. Yeah. Of course.”

She and David had met a few months before the divorce was finalized. He was an orthopedic surgeon, and one of Emily’s new colleagues had introduced them. A year earlier she had left her job at Sibley Memorial and was now employed by a concierge medical service that didn’t take insurance; basically, from what Marco could gather, she was paid nearly twice what she used to make at the hospital to now perform colonics on women in Bethesda. David’s house in Kalorama had five bedrooms, a swimming pool, a den with uncomfortable and expensive leather furniture, and a four-car garage; after staying there for a week, Ava had come back to Marco’s condo on Capitol Hill and asked why his house didn’t have any stairs. He didn’t really have an answer for that one—only that the State Department paid less than orthopedic surgery, and that if having stairs in her house was suddenly a big deal to Ava, he could buy her a stepstool for the bathroom. She seemed satisfied with that answer; he thought about the question every day for the next six weeks. It made him hate David more than he already did, which was saying something, because he had never hated someone so much in his entire life.

“To be honest I’m surprised you’re even going,” Emily said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“When was the last time you saw any of those people?”

Marco threw a pair of socks into his bag.

“I can’t tell if you’re actually being serious right now. A friend of mine died, and I’m going to his funeral because I want to see other people who we were both friends with. I want to see people who I have known for a long time. That seems pretty straightforward to me.”

Emily lifted both her eyebrows, looking around the room again. She curled her lips inward and exhaled sharply through her nose.

“Well, you’re putting a lot of thought into what you’re going to be wearing, that’s for sure.”

“What has gotten into you?”

“Is Mia going to be there?”

Marco shook his head. Emily twisted her mouth to one side and lifted her eyebrows again, as if to say, Well?, and then looked away.

“For God’s sake,” he said.

“It’s a little tacky, don’t you think? Going to a funeral to see your ex-girlfriend?”

“Your boyfriend owns a yellow Maserati.”

“So what?”

“So don’t talk to me about what’s tacky.”

From the living room Marco heard David say, “It’s a big boat. You’re going to love it, I promise.”

Emily set a hand on her hip. She prodded the inside of her cheek with her tongue.

“You’re still in love with her,” she said. “Which is actually very sad. I mean, how long has it been since you dated? Like, fifteen years?”

“Are you kidding me? How long are you going to keep this up?”

“Keep your voice down,” she hissed. But then her face softened. “You are, though. Just to be clear. That’s why we aren’t together anymore.”

“Oh, that’s why?”

“It’s one of the reasons.”

“Well, you seem perfectly content with how things have worked out.”

Emily linked her hands behind her head. She stood there for a moment, not moving at all, before letting out a quiet laugh. She looked at Marco, then at the tie and the suit he had set out on the bed.

“Those don’t match,” she said, and left the room.



Rami finished his eulogy and sat back down; Adam’s aunt stood to read from John 14. Clearing her throat, she said, “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also. And you know the way to the place where I am going.” Alison Liu pulled a Kleenex from her purse and used it to dab beneath her eyes and wipe at the space beneath her nose. She whispered, “It’s like, what does that even mean?” then tucked the Kleenex back into her purse. Her stomach grumbled; she covered it with her arm. Two rows in front of them, Satya Patel’s husband started coughing, a wet hack that caused Adam’s aunt to pause momentarily. She tried to regain her footing and find her place, and when Satya’s husband coughed again, Satya leaned over and whispered, “For God’s sake, go outside.” With very little grace he stepped over knees and feet to free himself of the pew and jogged toward the church’s door. For a moment Marco heard the sounds from the street amplified. Mia glanced behind her, and for a brief second her eyes landed on him. She smiled—he thought she smiled—and then turned back around. At the altar, the priest broke a communion wafer in half. He said, “Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of the Father, Lord God, Lamb of God, you take away the sin of the world,” and Alison shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“Are you going to go up there?” she asked.

“I can’t. I’m Catholic. Are you going?”

“I think so. I mean, my parents were raised Presbyterian.”

“Were you baptized?”

“Oh God, no. Nothing crazy like that.”

“I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I think you technically have to at least be baptized as some sort of Christian to take communion in an Episcopal church.”

Alison set two fingers against her lips, frowning.

She said, “Well, if I don’t eat something I’m going to pass out,” then stood up and joined the line gathering in front of the altar.

After the service had ended, people filed slowly down the church’s nave and gathered on the steps outside. Marco joined them, though soon found that he was unsure of whom to talk to or stand with. Alison had left him to speak with Rami; Sasha and Theo appeared to be in the middle of an argument; he hadn’t seen Richie anywhere. Groups had formed, their backs to him; it felt like a college reunion, or what he imagined a college reunion might have felt like had he ever gone to one. The sun was bright, and he lifted a hand to shield his eyes. He remembered what Emily had said, the sharpness in her voice when she asked, “When was the last time you saw any of those people?” and he wondered if she was right, and if it was actually weird and selfish for him to have come. He had wanted to see people who knew him when he was young, before he got married or had children or signed divorce papers, because he thought that doing so might help him feel a bit more like himself, as opposed to the version of himself that he felt like he had been pretending to be for the last twenty years. But now that he was standing here alone, he considered the possibility that he hadn’t been pretending to be anyone—that instead he had changed in real and unrecognizable ways.

On the step below him, Nina Guzman said, “We all just have to remember that we aren’t alone in our darkness, you know?” and, excusing himself, Marco made his way down to the sidewalk and began walking north toward Chelsea. At the corner of Christopher Street, he stopped to allow a car to pass in front of him. He looked east, into the gnarl of the West Village. He was trying to think of the best way to get back to his hotel when he heard Mia calling out to him.

“Look what we have here,” she said.

“Hi, Mia.”

“I thought I saw you in there.”

They were standing next to a Citi Bike station, and Marco moved forward and out of the way so a man could unlock an electric bike. When the man was gone, he turned back to Mia. He heard himself say, “Well, lucky for you, you did,” and immediately wished he could take it back.

“You cleaned up pretty nice,” she said.

“I hadn’t seen him in forever. A while ago he texted me that he was going to be in DC for the weekend and I forgot to text him back until after he’d already left.” Marco flipped up the tip of his tie. “I figured it was the least I could do.”

“When was that?”

“Six months ago, maybe.”

“We hadn’t spoken in nearly two years.”

“Really? That’s surprising.”

“I said something stupid that I didn’t mean. I think he was waiting for me to apologize, and I didn’t.”

“He should’ve known you well enough to know that’s a stupid thing to wait for. Besides, he could have called you too.”

“Yeah.” For a second it seemed as though Mia was going to cry. Then she said, “Well, anyway.”

They stood there looking at each other, a few feet separating them. “It’s nice to see you again,” Mia said, and stepped forward to hug him. Marco felt her hand resting between his shoulder blades, could smell the soap on her skin. Behind them a woman struggled to unlock another Citi Bike. She said, “These motherfucking things,” and for a moment Marco held Mia tighter. Then she detached herself from him and took a small step away.

“How’s life in our nation’s capital?” she asked.

“Dysfunctional. Bad restaurants. The same, I guess.”

“Sounds like a dream.”

“I hear you’re in London?”

“For a bit.”

“I saw your book in some roundup of the summer’s hottest reads. I thought that was funny.”

“Because it didn’t belong there?”

“No, because it’s a book about global warming, and it was on a list of the summer’s hottest reads.”

Mia shook her head, laughing. She unzipped her purse and began digging through it. Her hair fell in her face.

“My mother’s going to be the only person who reads it. And she’ll probably end up using it as a coaster or something.”

“That’s not true. I’m going to read it. I’m proud of you.”

“It’s really not that big of a deal. Have you been into a bookstore recently? There are already too many books.”

“Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Acting like nothing you do is important.”

“Nothing any of us do is that important.”

A young woman in her twenties walked between them, talking loudly on her phone. She said, “No, yeah, I don’t even know, but probably,” and continued trudging west toward the West Side Highway. Mia went back to rummaging through her purse.

“So are you heading to the reception?” she asked.

“I wasn’t planning on it. I don’t know too many people anymore.”

“You know me. And where else do you have to go?”

Marco rubbed his cheek. He looked at his tie again.

“I don’t know. Nowhere, really.”

“Well, those sound like some thrilling plans.”

She pulled a single loose cigarette from her purse, holding it up to the sunlight like she had discovered gold.

She actually said: “Eureka.”

“Who smokes anymore?” Marco asked.

“Right? I asked Courtney the same thing, but then she offered me one, and I was like, why not, sure.”

“They’ll kill you, you know.”

“I think we’ve had enough talk of dying today, don’t you?”

“You’re right, I’m sorry, light ’em up.”

Mia clicked her teeth together, thinking. Then she rolled the cigarette between two fingers and put it back in her purse.

“So why aren’t you there?” he asked.

“Where?”

“This hopping funeral reception you speak of.”

She looked at him for an uncomfortable amount of time, like she was waiting for him to answer his own question.

“I don’t know. I guess I was coming to find you first.”

She laughed a second time. Marco said, “Okay, yeah, I guess that makes sense,” and felt his face grow warm. He loved her—he had always loved her, even when it felt like he had never hated someone so much. It turned out Emily was right about that. Whether Mia loved him too was a different question; the same went for what would happen next. He didn’t actually know if they would see each other again tomorrow. There was always the chance that they would both realize that the people they had turned into were totally incompatible with the versions of themselves that they remembered—that what they had been chasing wasn’t actually each other, but the way they used to feel when they were together.

But he didn’t want to think about any of that now. Instead what he wanted to think about was how beautiful the sunlight looked, shimmering off new green leaves, and the clear certainty of church bells ringing down the street. He wanted to think about how incredible it was that even on the shittiest, grief-stricken days, life could rearrange itself to reveal these little pockets of joy.

“So?” she asked him.

“So, let’s go.”






12:00 PM Richie

He squinted until his reflection blurred and then disappeared, his nose and mouth and forehead smoothing out to a thin band of light. He kept the world like that for as long as he could hold it—soft and imperceptible, nothing too bright or complicated. But then the bartender said, “Can I get you something?” and Richie opened his eyes. He saw his red face in the mirror, and all the bottles lined up in front of him. He wiped beneath his nose with the back of his wrist. He ran his hands through his hair.

“No,” he said. “I’m fine.”

The bartender nodded, then picked up a small white rag and began wiping down the bar. Next to a plastic container filled with limes was a stack of cardboard coasters, and she took a moment to straighten them.

Richie said, “Actually, how about a beer.”

“Any particular beer?”

“Oh, whatever. I’m not picky with these things.”

The bartender set the rag down in front of her. She looked young, in her mid-to-late twenties. The air was thick with a mix of bleach and beer and melted cheese from the pizza place next door. White light filled the windows, and outside people crowded the sidewalks, pulling dogs on leashes, carrying takeout salads in large paper bags. Richie was the only person in the bar. He had been here more times than he could count, though now when he tried, he couldn’t remember a single one of them. The bartender puffed air into her cheeks. She put her hands on her hips.

“Let’s see,” she said. “On tap we’ve got an IPA, a lager, a stout—”

“Surprise me.”

“You don’t have any preference?”

“Literally zero.”

The bartender shrugged. She took a pint glass from beneath the bar, held it under a tap, and pulled a handle shaped like a goose’s head. Richie heard a farting sound. A second later, foam dribbled into the glass.

“Goddamn it,” the bartender said. “Fucking Josh.”

“Who’s Josh?”

“He’s a piece of shit.” She ran a hand over the top of her hair, pressing down a few strands. “Give me two minutes. I need to change out the kegs.”

Richie wondered if he should consider this a sign from God. But then he remembered that he didn’t believe in God, had never, actually, believed in God, and he said: “How about a bourbon instead.”

“You want a bourbon instead?”

“I mean, it seems like a bourbon will be easier for everyone.”

“It’s really not a problem. Someone’s going to want an IPA eventually. At some point I’ll have to change out these kegs.”

“But why do something now that you could do later?”

“That right there is why I’m still in grad school.” She replaced the pint glass and pulled a bottle of Maker’s Mark from behind the bar. “You want a single or a double?”

“Can you do a triple?”

The bartender exchanged the glass she was holding for a bigger one. She opened a drawer, and Richie heard the sound of ice cubes rattling against each other. His hands were shaking, and to stop them he set them on top of each other on the bar.

The bartender said, “I don’t see why not.”



He’d seen Adam not too long ago, back in the beginning of December. It was a Saturday morning, and Richie had gone to the nine o’clock meeting on Grove Street. Recently he had finished his second stint at a clinic in California, where he’d attended group therapy sessions and taken up gardening and spoken to an army of detox counselors, to whom he had to explain that his slip out of sobriety was prompted by 1) a nebulous, irrepressible disappointment in himself and the people he loved; and 2) a tray of Halloween-themed Jell-O shots. The counselors nodded at him, as did the other attendees at the nine o’clock meeting on Grove Street. They looked at him with understanding expressions that said “Oh, these things happen,” which made Richie feel both a little bit better and a little bit worse. When he saw Adam, Richie was searching his coat pockets for a pair of gloves on the corner of Grove and Bleecker. His knuckles were purple and it was nineteen degrees.

“Richie,” Adam said. “Wow, hi.”

He was wearing a black wool cap and his cheeks were bright red. A gym bag hung off one shoulder, and on the other one was a reusable canvas shopping tote. Richie said hello. In the last year or so they had spoken only briefly—once when Richie texted Adam to apologize for saying he would be a terrible father, and another when Adam left him a message, wishing him happy birthday. Seeing him now, Richie felt a twinge of embarrassment, like he was looking at another mess he had failed to properly clean up. Adam asked which way Richie was walking, and Richie pointed north, toward Chelsea. Adam said, “Me too,” and for five minutes they walked in total silence.

But eventually, at Fourteenth Street, they started talking. As they were passing a CVS, Adam brought up the New Year’s Eve party where they’d first gotten together, that derelict apartment on Orchard Street where Richie and Marco had lived a few years after college.

“What made you even think of that?” Richie asked. He hadn’t found his gloves, and now the tips of his fingers were numb.

“I walked by it the other day. I was shocked the building hadn’t been condemned.”

“It wasn’t that bad—”

“It was pretty bad, Richie.”

“—and, technically speaking, that wasn’t the first time we got together.”

Adam stopped. “If you’re referring to that time during sophomore year when I was still in the closet—”

“I am.”

“What did I say my name was?”

“Sean Straub. You said you were from North Carolina. I think you even faked a southern accent.”

Adam covered his face with his hands. He said, “Let’s talk about something else.”

So they did. They talked about how, when she came back from studying abroad in Madrid, Courtney Paulson faked a lisp, and how Sasha convinced Adam and Mia that their apartment on East Fifty-Seventh Street was haunted. They talked about the weddings they went to together, and the ones they’d suffered through alone, and how many of those people were still married, and which ones should have gotten a divorce. At Eighteenth Street they got too cold—they found a coffee shop where they could sit. They talked about the jobs they’d had, and the jobs they wished they’d had; they talked about whether it was still too late to do something else. Adam said he had a carton of ice cream in his reusable shopping tote. When Richie asked if he wanted to get home before it melted, Adam responded by asking him if he had read anything good lately. They talked about the books they’d loved and hated, and whether The Bear was a good show, and if Biden was too old to run again for president. They remembered voting for Obama, and then spent nearly twenty minutes debating whether what they had been was hopeful or instead dumb and naïve. Adam looked out the window. He said, “You know, I actually love New York in the winter,” and Richie—even though he still hated the cold—agreed.

He said, “Look, I know I texted you this already, but I’m sorry for saying you were going to be a bad father.”

Adam turned back from the window.

“That’s okay.”

“It’s not, really.”

“Well, I might be, you know. We’ll find out in three weeks.”

“I think what’s more likely is that you’ll be an irritatingly good one.”

Adam smiled. He looked down into his coffee cup, which had been empty for a long time.

“I’m actually glad I ran into you,” he said. “We’ve been making space in the second bedroom in our apartment for the crib and changing table and everything else—honestly, you wouldn’t believe what’s required these days to keep a baby alive—and last night I was cleaning out the closet and I found this old Nike box full of some of your stuff. I guess I thought it was my stuff when I moved out of our apartment, and I’ve been holding on to it.”

“You thief.”

“It’s a few books, a Wicked Playbill, shit like that. I can drop it off with your doorman this week if you still want it. I feel weird throwing it away.”

Richie told him sure, that was fine, even though he knew he would probably throw the box away too. For another ten minutes they talked, and then Adam said that now that the ice cream had fully melted, it was probably time for him to go. They threw away their cups, and walked through the coffee shop’s fogged doors and back out into the cold. On the sidewalk they stood looking at each other, saying good-bye, and then good-bye again, and then Adam took a step forward at the same time as Richie did and their mouths met. Neither of them moved. They stayed there with their eyes open, unsure of what else there was to do, until a few seconds later Adam stepped away and started laughing.

“Let’s get together after the holidays,” he said. And then, “It was really great to see you again.”

Richie walked home. Two days later, his doorman handed him a beat-up orange shoebox that he put into his closet and immediately forgot about. Eight weeks later, Adam died.



The bartender placed a glass in front of him—a tumbler filled with bourbon, poured over three cubes of ice. The fumes rose up to his nose; tears formed at the edges of his eyes. He ran his hands over his face.

The bartender leaned against the back of the bar. She picked up her phone, connected to an outlet by a long white cord, from the counter. For a minute or so she scrolled her finger across it, laughing every so often and tapping its screen. Richie considered the options in front of him. He could drink the bourbon. He hadn’t drunk in over a year, not since he got back from out west, though it wasn’t like he had forgotten how to do it—by now drinking was the only thing he knew he was actually good at. And people expected him to do it too. So, there was also that, the pleasure of living up, or maybe succumbing, to everyone else’s expectations. They expected him to get his shit together for a few years, right up to the point where it looked like he was in the clear, and then to do something stupid and fall apart in a spectacular fashion. And what was today if not a day to spectacularly fall apart?

The bartender said, “Did you see this thing about Trump falling asleep in court?”

“I did.”

She held up her phone so Richie could see its screen.

“It’s so funny. Like, how is it so funny?”

“I don’t know. Is it funny or depressing?”

The bartender cocked her head to one side. She looked at the screen again and pinched her lower lip. She set her phone back down on the counter and said, “That’s a nice suit, by the way.”

“Oh, thanks.”

“I keep trying to get my boyfriend to buy a black suit, but he’s always like, ‘Babe, I’m not a fucking waiter.’ Which is actually insulting because it’s like, hello, I’m a bartender.”

“Yeah. Totally.”

The suit was old and didn’t fit as well as it used to; it was somehow too snug in some places and too loose in others, as if his body had changed in weird, contradictory ways. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d worn it; when he put it on this morning, he’d reached into one of the pockets and found an empty dime bag and a business card for someone named Ernesto de la Cruz who—evidently—worked at Deloitte’s Houston office. The phone number was crossed out, and on top of it was written a different one in blue ink, along with a wobbly smiley face. Richie frowned. Licking his thumb, he’d rubbed at a spot on the jacket’s lapel and thrown the business card away.

At that point he still had at least some hope of going to the service. When he woke up that morning he had eaten a bowl of granola, which he almost instantly threw up, but he figured if he could get dressed and out the door, the momentum would carry him across the East River and to the church on Hudson. But then as he was knotting his tie he started shaking, and breathing quickly and shallowly, like there were two thick steel plates pressing against his chest. His head turned somehow both impossibly heavy and disconcertingly light, and to keep himself from falling over, he sat on the floor of his closet. Rami began texting him, asking him where he was. He sounded calm at first, but then the texts took on a tone that hovered between angry and concerned, and Richie immediately knew what Rami was thinking. Richie didn’t respond. There was a parka hanging directly in front of him, and reaching up, he slipped his phone into its pocket.

He sat on the floor for twenty minutes, which turned into thirty minutes, and then an entire hour. Dust balls lined the closet’s corners—Richie wondered how long it had taken them to grow so large. Eventually the texts stopped coming, but by that point Richie didn’t notice. He didn’t notice the silence, or the way sunlight had turned his bedroom a light, midday yellow. He had found the box that Adam had given him and was opening its lid.



The bartender picked up her phone again and checked the time. She said, “I need to go change out these kegs before everyone else gets here. And there are all these sandwiches that have been delivered. Do you know if your friend wanted them set out for people right away? I’m sorry to ask—I’ve never worked a wake.”

“I don’t know what he wants to do with the sandwiches.”

“Why didn’t you go to the church?”

“Because I do better in bars.”

The bartender looked at the end of her ponytail. She tapped her chin with her finger.

“This thing starts at twelve thirty,” she said. “I’m going to go get the sandwiches.”

She walked through a door next to the bathroom with a sign that said EMPLOYEES ONLY, leaving Richie alone. The glass of bourbon was still in front of him. Its sides were wet with condensation, and when Richie reached out to touch them they cooled the burning at the tips of his fingers. Ice cubes rattled pleasantly against each other. God, it would be so easy. He could take it down in two swallows and order another one before everyone came filing in. He could forget, at least for today, and then maybe again tomorrow, that nothing had worked out as he had planned, and that he had fallen pathetically short of the person he always assumed he would turn out to be. Or maybe that wasn’t true at all. Maybe this was the person that, on some subconscious level, he knew that he would become, and that was exactly the problem. No matter what he did he was going to end up here, always a little out of breath from running away from himself.

But then he remembered. He remembered the last time he was with Adam, and the way their knees brushed against each other as they talked. He remembered how Adam looked outside, and how his voice got quiet when said he loved the winter. He remembered thinking how incredible it was that after all these years they could still sit there together, staring out a window into the blue-gray city, like it was the most natural thing in the world. The bartender came back with the sandwiches—two large trays of them, which she placed on the opposite end of the bar. They were covered in plastic wrap, and as she was peeling it away, the door to outside opened. Richie heard Mia’s voice.

She said, “You’re insane, Buckingham Palace looks like a wedding cake,” and then, in a near-whisper: “Oh my God.”

Richie let go of the bourbon. The ice was quiet.

He looked at the bartender and said, “You can take that away.”






12:30 PM Mia

Adam was everywhere. There were pictures of him laid out on tables, and in frames set up on the bar, and pinned to corkboards that had been hung on the bar’s walls. Mia stopped when she saw them. She felt Marco bump into her and she said, “Oh my God.”

Richie sat at the bar, wearing a suit and a thin black tie. His face was gaunt and pale, and he was skinnier than the last time she’d seen him. When he waved at her, she saw the small indents of the bones in his wrist.

“Well, well, well,” he said, “look who Death dragged in.”

She pressed her face into his shirt and a second later felt his chin resting on top of her head. The last time she’d seen him was the night before he admitted himself into the recovery center in Palm Springs for a second time. She had flown to Los Angeles with him, and they’d stayed together at a hotel on Sunset Boulevard. After they checked in, they went up to their room and sat on their beds and watched two hours of a Below Deck marathon on Bravo. At some point, Richie muted the television and asked Mia what he was supposed to do if this time it didn’t work either, and if he managed to fuck things up even more. Mia looked at the television, where a woman in a white polo shirt and shorts was ineptly scrubbing the deck of a yacht. She said, “Well, then I guess you’ll just try again.” She remembered how Richie didn’t say anything, but simply turned off the television and looked out the window of their hotel room, where lights were turning on all over Los Angeles, blinking in the blue dusk that had settled over the basin.

He said, “I’ve never really understood this city,” and then asked Mia if she would think less of him if he drank a few martinis at dinner.

The door to the outside opened. Mia heard the traffic on Hudson Street and then Nina Guzman say: “Oh Em Gee, I haven’t been here in ages.”

She lifted her head from Richie’s chest.

“Where did you find all of this?”

“In an old copy of Crime and Punishment.”

“Please be serious for a second.”

“I am.”

There was this old shoebox, he told her. A collection of Richie’s stuff that Adam had from when they’d lived together, and that they had both somehow forgotten about. Adam had dropped it off at Richie’s apartment at the end of December, and like everything else he didn’t feel like dealing with, Richie had shoved it into a corner of his closet. He’d found it again this morning.

“It was mostly books he gave me that I never read. Also a Playbill for Wicked, which honestly I don’t even remember seeing. Anyway, I picked up Crime and Punishment and this flash drive fell out of it. I plugged it into my computer and saw all of these. I thought it might be nice to print them out. Just for people to see them.”

“It was very nice of you.”

“I won’t let it go to my head.”

“I think this time you can.”

He didn’t immediately respond. Instead he reached up and loosened his tie with one finger, then undid the top button of his shirt.

“It’s funny,” he said.

“What is?”

“I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do tomorrow.”

At the bar Alison Liu asked for a vodka soda. Mia heard her say, “We were closer than most people knew.”

“I think we’re just supposed to wake up.” She clasped her hands at her waist. “Like, wake up, and drink our coffee, and take a shower, and wait for the train, and do all the shit we normally do. I think we’re just supposed to keep getting out of bed.”

She watched Richie breathe. The slow expansion and contraction of his ribs against the wool of his suit.

“I really loved him, Mia,” he said.

“I know.”

“Do you think he knew?”

“I don’t know. I hope he did? Because knowing something like that—there’s nothing better, is there.”

“No,” Richie said, “you’re right. There’s nothing better.”

He pressed two fingers against each eye, and seemed like he wanted to say something else, when Rami called out to him. At that point he kissed Mia on the cheek. He said, “Excuse me for a second,” and walked to the other end of the bar, leaving Mia standing in front of tables full of pictures. They were not only of Adam. She also saw Sasha, Theo, Marco, herself. She saw the old apartment in Midtown East, and Marco’s place on Orchard Street, and their ruddy, smiling faces, happy and oblivious in shitty college dorm rooms. She saw the house in Amagansett where they’d celebrated Richie’s birthday, and the hideous green dress she’d worn to Courtney Paulson’s wedding, and Theo holding Ethan when he was tiny and wrinkled and pink, and Nina Guzman looking sad and lonely in a gold caftan. She saw bad haircuts and broken ankles and old boyfriends and new pairs of glasses. Next to a tray of sandwiches, she saw a sepia strip from a photo booth, five shots of Adam and Richie, laughing and wagging their tongues.

“I don’t think I realized that he was taking all of these.”

Mia looked at Sasha. Her hair was pulled back into a bun and the skin of her face was clear and smooth.

“I didn’t either.”

“But it does seem like something he would do, doesn’t it?”

Mia breathed in, then out. She said, “It does.”

Picking the photo strip off the table by one of its corners, Sasha raised it to look at it in the light. She said, “How’s London?”

“Yeah, it’s fine, thanks.”

“That’s good.”

Mia wiped her eyes. She saw Courtney Paulson standing alone near the door.

“Satya told me you had a dinner before you left,” Sasha said.

“It was small. And super last-minute. I’m sor—”

“It’s fine, you don’t have to apologize. I wouldn’t have invited me either. I’m surprised I was even invited to this.” She put the photo strip back down on the table.

“How’s everything going?” Mia asked.

“We’re hobbling along. I crashed the Volvo and broke four bones in my hand.”

Sasha held up her right arm. Mia saw a series of bright-red scars crisscrossing the skin below the knuckles.

“Jesus.”

“Yeah, well. Something about karma, et cetera, et cetera.”

Mia felt a hand pressing against her lower back, and turning around she saw Marco.

He said, “Can I get you anything?”

Sasha smiled; Mia asked for a beer. Marco nodded. He said, “Hi, Sasha,” then began making his way through the crowd.

“What’s that about?” Sasha asked.

“I don’t know.” Mia held one hand to her forehead. “Would I be totally insane?”

“I fucked Mitch Reynolds, Mia. I’m not the person to ask.”

Mia turned toward the bar, where Marco was talking to Theo.

She said, “I look at that woman’s Instagram sometimes, still. Carrie, I think her name is?”

“Claire. Claire Matthews. And why would you subject yourself to that?”

“I don’t know. Morbid fascination, I guess. She hasn’t posted in a while.”

“She left her husband for some fitness influencer in Chicago and started posting some weird shit about trans kids. It wasn’t good for her brand.”

“It’s always too bad when that happens.”

“I don’t think that anyone was too surprised.”

Satya Patel reached past them for a turkey sandwich. She said, “Watch out, bitches, coming through,” and Sasha took a step to one side.

Once Satya was gone she said: “Mia, I’m so fucking sorry.”

Her eyes were red. She pressed them closed.

“Stop it. It was two years ago.”

“It doesn’t matter when it was.”

“I wasn’t perfect, either, you know.”

“But at least you tried.”

“Yeah, well. We all could have tried a little harder, I think.”

Sasha brought her hand to her mouth. She looked down at a picture of the two of them, of Sasha and Mia, that Adam had taken in their old apartment on East Fifty-Seventh Street. They were sitting in Mia’s bedroom. Sasha was dressed in a black top and jeans; Mia was wearing a black sweater. They were both holding glasses that they had filled with too much white wine.

“When was that?” Sasha asked.

“God, I don’t know. Why did we ever think those jeans were a good idea?”

“What are all of those?”

Sasha pointed to a corner of the picture, where twenty or so amber vials were scattered across the floor. Mia tilted her head to get a better look.

“Cologne samples. Oh my God, I totally remember this now. I was working at Details, and I had to write dumb little blurbs for all these cologne samples.”

“Yes. Holy shit. I remember that.”

“We went somewhere, though. Like that’s why we were drinking the wine. I remember we went somewhere.”

From near the front door, there was the sound of a spoon hitting a glass. Rami stood on a chair, backlit by the light outside. The crowd quieted. To his left, Adam’s aunt held Lucy to her chest.

Rami said, “I don’t know what to say that I didn’t say in the church. Only that he loved you all. He loved you all very much.”

Nina Guzman clapped loudly. She took a video of Rami speaking with her phone, and said, “So beautiful.”

For a few seconds Mia stood still, the sunlight warming her face. Then she turned back to the table.

“A New Year’s Eve party,” she said.

Sasha picked up the photograph.

“Yes, that’s right. We were going to a New Year’s Eve party.”

Mia stared at the picture in Sasha’s hand. The two girls in it looked like total strangers, and for a split second she hated them. She hated them, and envied them, and loved them, and pitied them. She wanted to tell them: before you know it, everything will change. They were never going to stop growing up. Why was that so hard to accept? They were never going to stop growing up, and there was nothing they could do to change that. One day soon, they would fall in love. They would choose a career, and get married, and have children, and despair over cellulite, and research ways to get rid of it, and google celebrities who were all younger than they were. They would stop being able to drink like they used to, and have affairs with Mitch Reynolds, and lose their jobs, and their marriages, and go to rehab, and write books, and push a cart through Whole Foods with their children strapped to their chests, and scream at each other in well-appointed kitchens, and move to London, and cut brown crusts off white bread, and buy so many replacement goldfish. One day soon, they would bury a friend.

All of that was going to happen—of course it was. They were going to lose parts of themselves that they had thought were irreplaceable, only to find they didn’t miss them at all. There was no other option, nothing else to do. Because staying young forever wasn’t just impossible—it was exhausting. No one was meant to shoulder that amount of possibility for very long.

“Mia?” Sasha said. She was still holding the picture.

“Yeah?”

“We haven’t changed all that much, you know.”

Mia looked out through the bar’s windows. She saw the sunlight and the cars and all the people on the sidewalks of Hudson Street. There were so many of them, holding hands, and riding bikes, and looking at their phones, and walking their dogs, and doing all the other little things that people do day in and day out. As she watched them Mia drew in a sharp breath. She wanted to feel like everything was in front of her again, like life was stretched out, wild and open at her feet.

She thought: Well, why not, it could be, it always could be, and realized she had begun to cry.

“No, you’re right,” she said. “Not really, at least.”

Sasha leaned her head against her. Then she reached down and took hold of Mia’s hand.

“Thank God,” she said. “Thank God.”
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