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				Bestselling author Karma Brown is back with a morally infused and emotionally riveting exploration of one woman’s guilt over an unexpected—yet avoidable—tragedy

				Meg Pepper has a fulfilling career and a happy family. Most days she’s able to keep it all together and glide through life. But then, in one unalterable moment, everything changes.

				After school pickup one day, she stops her car to wave a teenage boy across the street...just as another car comes hurtling down the road and slams into him.

				Meg can’t help but blame herself for her role in this horrific disaster. Full of remorse, she throws herself into helping the boy’s family as he rehabs from his injuries. But the more Meg tries to absolve herself, the more she alienates her own family—and the more she finds herself being drawn to the boy’s father.

				Soon Meg’s picture-perfect life is unravelling before her eyes. As the painful secrets she’s been burying bubble dangerously close to the surface, she will have to decide: Can she forgive herself, or will she risk losing everything she holds dear to her heart?
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				Praise for the novels of Karma Brown

				“We adored Come Away with Me and are ready for more of Brown’s powerful, heartfelt prose. She’s the female Nicholas Sparks.”

				—Redbook

				“Brown delivers an emotional punch in The Choices We Make. This is a good, old-fashioned tear-jerker of a book.”

				—The Toronto Star

				“The Choices We Make presents gut-wrenching questions about friendship and loyalty... Should appeal to readers who relish Nicholas Sparks’ sentimental stories combined with the kind of weighty issues often raised by Jodi Picoult.” 

				—New York Journal of Books

				“A warmly compelling love story [and] deeply moving debut.”

				—Booklist

				“A compelling premise with a plot that intensifies satisfyingly in the second half, this book is a good bet for readers who don’t shy away from difficult moral questions.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“[A] beautifully written story of love and loss... Come Away with Me had me smiling through my tears.”

				—Tracey Garvis Graves, New York Times bestselling author of On the Island

				“[A] heartbreaking yet hopeful tale... Karma Brown is a talented new voice in women’s fiction.”

				—Lori Nelson Spielman, #1 international bestselling author of The Life List

				“Laughing one minute, then fiercely blinking back tears the next, we tore through this novel—so gripping that we were both excited and scared out of our minds to turn the page. Multilayered and completely consuming...[a] stunning page turner.” 

				—Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke, authors of The Status of All Things

				“One woman’s journey through grief becomes the journey of a lifetime.”

				—Colleen Oakley, author of Before I Go
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				For Mom & Dad—you told me I could do whatever I put my mind to. 

				You were right. xo
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				Remember upon the conduct of each depends the fate of all.

				—Alexander the Great

				

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				I wake with a start thanks to a loud bang against the window on my side of the bed. Without looking I know what’s happened—another bird, tricked by the clear glass of our balcony windows, has soared to its death and snapped me out of my slumber.

				Using my fingertips I pull my phone off the nightstand and squint at the clock icon. When I see the time I sit straight up, pulling the covers off Ryan, who groans with annoyance. “Ryan. We have to get up.”

				“Five more minutes,” Ryan mumbles, his back to me as he tries to pull the duvet back up over his shoulders.

				I nudge him again, tug at the duvet. “Get up. We’re late.”

				He rolls toward me, and I hold my phone in front of him. He lets out a quiet string of curse words. “Didn’t you set your alarm?”

				“Didn’t you?” I grumble, throwing the duvet off my legs but still not getting out of bed. I feel leaden, like in the night someone replaced my blood with molasses, and my head hurts. Ryan is out of bed and has already started the shower, and my mind drifts again to the bird. Maybe it was only stunned and has already flown away.

				I place my feet gingerly on the floor, wiggling some warmth into my toes. Flicking on the balcony light I glance down. Damn. The bird’s neck is torqued at a distressing angle, its feathers ruffling with the breeze, but otherwise there’s no movement in its tiny body.

				I contemplate the best way to get rid of it without upsetting Audrey. After the last one broke its neck, a vibrant yellow finch that Audrey buried under our hydrangeas, Ryan refused to let her soap all the windows in the house. So she made glass gel clings, thanks to the internet and twenty dollars of gelatin from the bulk store and a determination to save every last neighborhood bird. I think of the gel clings inside my nightstand drawer, likely sticking to whatever else I’d forgotten about in there, and whisper an apology to the bird.

				Guilt getting the better of me, I’m about to grab the clings and put them up when the coffee timer beeps a floor below. With sudden clarity I realize what else I’ve forgotten to do. I race down the stairs and groan when I get to the kitchen. The coffeemaker is surrounded by a spreading pool of black liquid and coffee grounds, cascading over the counter’s lip and on to the floor. What the hell is it with this day?

				* * *

				I’m on my hands and knees mopping up the grungy coffee when Ryan comes into the kitchen, tucking his shirt into his pants and looking fresh and well-rested, especially in comparison to me—disheveled in my pajamas and unruly, finger-swept bun. “What happened?”

				“I forgot to empty the carafe before I set the timer last night,” I say.

				Ryan steps around the mess and me, and opens the fridge door. “That’s not like you.”

				I pause midwipe, give him a look that suggests he’s said enough. He holds his hands up, giving me the smile that makes it hard to stay irritable.

				“Oh, also, there’s a dead bird on our balcony.”

				“I guess Audrey’s sticky things didn’t work?” he asks.

				“They might work. If I actually put them up.” I scowl and he chuckles. I set a mental reminder to put the window clings up tonight after work. Then I let out three sneezes in quick succession, which is when I realize how sore my throat is.

				Ryan glances at me, fridge door open and orange juice in hand. “You getting sick?”

				“Allergies.” I stand to wring the brackish coffee-drenched cloth out in the sink.

				He juggles the orange juice with the carton of eggs, and nudges the door closed with his hip. Placing the eggs on the counter beside the stove, he lays a hand against my forehead. “Meg, you’re sick,” he says. Then he kisses me on the lips.

				“Ryan!” I shove him weakly with my free elbow. “Now you’re going to get sick.”

				“I thought it was allergies?” He smirks, grabs a frying pan from the rack and turns on the stove, the gas flame coming to life with a whoosh. “Maybe you should take the day off. Drink hot water and lemon. Doctor’s orders.” He cracks an egg into the frying pan one-handed, then tosses the shell into the sink before repeating the steps with a second egg, leaving a thick trail of egg white along the countertop as he does. Ryan is a decent cook, but has never learned to clean up as he goes, and somehow I’ve ended up doing most of both. I sigh, run the dishcloth across the counter to wipe up the egg white and then turn on the water and nudge the broken shells into the disposal’s whirling blades until they’re pulverized.

				While I refill the coffee machine I fantasize about crawling back into bed, indulging in a day of on-demand movies and copious amounts of tea with honey, and then I picture my calendar. I could do the agreements and marketing plans for my new listings from bed, but everything else—including the four showings I have today—requires me to be dressed and present.

				“I wish,” I say. “But houses can’t stage or show themselves.”

				“Good thing, otherwise you’d be out of a job,” Ryan says, generously pouring hot sauce on top of his eggs. “What about pushing your showings back a bit? Go in a little late.”

				I take a sip of orange juice and wince, the acidity burning my throat. “I told Tom I’d help him out this morning. He’s got an agents’ open house at the McLaren property in a couple of weeks. Remember, I told you about that listing? The one with the tennis court and pool?”

				Ryan nods, swallows a bite of egg. “Right. With the nude statues in the garden?”

				“The very one.” The home’s owner, a widow with a lot of money and specific tastes, had a thing for bronze statues of naked women in a variety of bizarre poses—Tom and I were currently debating whether to have the statues removed and put in storage before the open house. “Anyway, it’s a major listing, and he’s promised me a chunk if I help him out.”

				“How big a chunk?” Ryan asks.

				I set my index finger and thumb about an inch apart and squint at the space between them. Ryan pushes back from the table, wiping his face with a napkin. “That hardly seems worth getting out of bed for even when you’re well.”

				A prickle of irritation moves through me. I know I’m being oversensitive, and Ryan simply voiced a fact. I’ll probably do most of the work, and Tom will take most of the credit—and the commission. Tom’s reliance on me—calling me on vacation, on my days off, much too late in the evening, and me always taking his calls—has been somewhat of a sore spot between me and Ryan, especially lately as my own client list has grown.

				However, as I’ve often reminded Ryan, I owe Tom—so I take his calls when they come in, and help him when he asks. When I tried to reenter the workforce after a decade home with Audrey, my skills stale and as outdated as the plastic-cased Bondi blue iMac I used to craft my resume, Tom and his brokerage gave me a chance when no one else would. I started as his administrative assistant, then got my real estate license, and over the last six years I’ve proven I’m great at selling houses—I’m now in the top one percent of Realtors at the brokerage. But as Ryan has reminded me more than once, I didn’t have to go back to work, his salary plenty to keep us more than comfortable. In some ways it seems like he still sees my career as a hobby, which is incredibly frustrating.

				My phone pings at me, and I glance at the screen. Pull dinner out of freezer. “Do you want chicken Marbella or tilapia tacos for dinner?” I ask Ryan. My best friend, Julie Larrington, and I do batch cooking once a month, which makes life a lot easier when I have to work late, like I will be doing tonight. “Or turkey and white bean chili? I have one more of those, I think.” My arms reach deep to the back of the freezer, and I shiver with the cold blast of air on my bare arms.

				“Chicken gets my vote.” He swallows the last of his vitamins before grabbing his travel mug to wash it out. “But remember I’m in that conference all day? I won’t be home until eight, eight-thirty.” Ryan’s a radiologist at Massachusetts Memorial Hospital, which is only fifteen minutes from the house. He loves his job, especially the flexibility, but has grown weary of the hospital’s inefficiencies. Today’s conference, for example, is focused on “nurturing internal relationships,” which Ryan says could be covered in sixty minutes but will take ten excruciating hours instead.

				There’s a sigh from the kitchen doorway. Our fifteen-going-on-twenty-five-year-old daughter leans against the door with her backpack slung over one shoulder and an amused look on her face—which has more makeup on it than we agreed was appropriate for school. But I think back to my dad’s advice when she was born. “Margaret, not everything should be a battle. Ask yourself, ‘Is this the hill I want to die on?’ I promise you not every hill is battle-worthy.” I decide the makeup hill is not the one I want to die on today.

				I miss having my dad nearby, but he and his arthritis escaped Massachusetts’s frigid winters a few years ago for a condo in sunshiny Florida that he shares with a Boston Terrier named Polly, and his second wife, a retired accountant named Carla.

				Audrey pushes off the doorframe and walks into the kitchen, the rubber soles of her moccasin shoes squeaking against the hardwood. “Did you say Rabbit Rabbit Rabbit this morning?” Her English class recently did a mythology and folklore segment, where she learned the superstition of repeating the word rabbit on the first day of each month, for good luck.

				“No, I did not.” I wish it were that easy to ensure luck, but I keep my pessimism to myself.

				“You look, like, really bad,” Audrey says, glancing at me from the fridge.

				“Thanks a lot.” Then I see the clock on the microwave and curse under my breath. “Did you eat breakfast?” I ask Audrey, as I gather my phone, wallet and a wad of tissues, stuffing them into my purse. I have exactly fifteen minutes to get ready before I have to take her to school, which means dry shampoo and a ponytail.

				“Like, an hour ago. I packed you a lunch, too, because you weren’t up yet.” She grabs my reusable lunch bag out of the fridge, and I see the sticky note on it reading, Mom.

				I’m so grateful she’s not the kind of kid I have to drag out of bed in the morning and nag constantly to clean her room, eat properly, do her homework. Audrey has a 4.2 GPA, is the assistant editor of Merritt High’s student newspaper, and volunteers with her friend Kendall at the assisted living center, helping run the senior center’s art program. Sometimes I think she’s better at being an adult than I am. While I rely on multiple calendars and far too many reminders that beep and trill and interrupt me on a daily basis to keep on top of our lives, Audrey seems able to do it with a natural ease.

				“Thank you,” I say, kissing her on top of her head and setting the bag beside my purse. “I’ll be right down. Just need ten minutes. Twelve, tops.” I start out of the kitchen, then turn back. “Chicken okay for you tonight, Aud?”

				“I don’t eat chicken, Mom,” she says, sitting down now that she knows we’re not leaving right away.

				I look from her to Ryan, who shrugs at this news. “Since when?” Audrey recently stopped eating red meat and pork, but so far we’ve managed to keep chicken, turkey and fish on the menu.

				She taps on her phone, somehow texting and talking with me simultaneously. “I can just make a sandwich.”

				“No, it’s fine. Your dad and I can have the chicken another night.” I rummage around the freezer a bit more. “What about turkey?” She shakes her head. I sigh. “Fish tacos?”

				“Sounds good,” she says. Clearly fish haven’t made it to her “animals not to eat” list yet. “As long as they don’t have to numb my mouth.”

				I stare at her, bag of fish tacos in hand, a memory niggling at my brain.

				“I have a dentist appointment after school? I sent you the calendar reminder last week,” Audrey says.

				“Right. Dentist.” I shoot her an apologetic look, and quickly scroll through my calendar. Shit. There it is. I mentally run through my day to figure out how I can be in two places at once—at my last showing and in the school pickup queue. “I didn’t forget. See?” I hold out my phone to show her, but she doesn’t look fooled. “It’s fine. We’ll make it work.” I sneeze again, but don’t get to the tissue box in time.

				“Gross, Mom,” she says, disdain on her face. “What’s wrong with you?”

				“Allergies,” I reply, blowing my nose.

				Audrey shrugs at my response, then leans into Ryan when he bends down to hug her. “Bye, Dad.”

				“Bye, pumpkin,” Ryan says. “Have a great day.”

				But her attention is already back to her phone, her fingers flying furiously over the keys.

				Ryan rubs a ruby-red apple against his thigh, holding the door to the garage slightly open with his other hand. “Meg, why don’t you at least reschedule the dentist? She’s fifteen. Her teeth are perfect.”

				“I’ve already rescheduled once, and I’m scared of Dr. Snowden’s receptionist. She’s not kind to serial reschedulers.” I sneeze again. “Guess there’s no chance you could pick her up and take her?”

				“Nope.” He shakes his head. “The conference goes until four-thirty, and then I have to do some paperwork.”

				“You said the conference was pointless,” I say. “What’s the big deal if you miss the last hour?”

				“I’m already missing the last hour,” he says, his tone shifting to one of impatience. “I have a meeting about the clinic, and it was a miracle we could all get our schedules lined up.”

				“Another one?” I say, trying to quell my irritation. “Can’t you guys do a conference call or something?” Ryan has been meeting with a few coworkers about starting their own clinic for the past eight months, though there’s been little action on it aside from these get-togethers that seem to take place at inconvenient times. Like when I’ve double booked our daughter’s dentist appointment and a house showing.

				“No, we can’t do a conference call. It’s important we’re face-to-face. There’s a lot at stake here, Meg.”

				“So you’ve said,” I reply.

				He lets his hand holding the apple drop, swallows the last bite, and as he does I see his face change. Harden, like it does when he’s had enough of discussing a particular topic.

				“Just reschedule the damn appointment if you can’t get her there. Why are you making me feel like the bad guy here?”

				“You’re not the only one with work shit going on,” I say, lowering my voice so Audrey doesn’t hear. “I’ve got a lot happening, too.”

				“Then maybe you shouldn’t have booked her dentist appointment for this week.”

				We stare at one another, both of us waiting for the other one to give in first, which I do. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll figure it out.” I always do, I want to add.

				I walk back through the door and let it slam without waiting for his response, and a moment later hear the garage door open and him pull his car out. This has been happening more often, Ryan and I starting, or ending, our days with an argument. I hate how unsettled I feel when we’re not jibing, and I know we need to talk about it. But lately it seems like we’re both running on hamster wheels—him with work and this new clinic start-up, and me with more clients and responsibilities outside the house—rarely jumping off to spend time together not focused on the logistics of our lives.

				“You only have five minutes left,” Audrey says, not looking up from her phone when I walk back into the kitchen.

				“I know.” I’m mentally picking out my outfit as I race up the stairs, still frustrated with Ryan and having no clue that later I will forever regret not taking to my sick bed this day.
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				Ten minutes later I find Audrey sitting in the front seat of my car, seat belt on and eyes cast down on her phone. She’s likely texting her boyfriend, Sam Beckett, or Kendall—Julie’s daughter and one of Audrey’s best friends—probably complaining that her snot-filled mom is going to make her late for class.

				“Who are you talking to?” I ask, and I don’t have to look at her to know she’s rolling her eyes at my question.

				“I’m not talking to anyone, I’m texting,” she replies. She certainly plays the sullen teenager when she wants to, but most days I know it’s more an act than anything else. As if reading my mind, she adds, “Just Sam.” I steal a glance at her while I back out of our garage and catch the small smile that plays on her lips when her phone buzzes again. Sam is Audrey’s first real boyfriend, and while they’ve only been dating six months she’s clearly smitten. I’m equal parts delighted for her to be experiencing the blush of first love, and terrified about what other firsts come with it. “He’s sick and his dad is making him stay home.”

				“Oh? That’s too bad. There must be something going around.” I clear my throat, which now feels like it’s filled with razor blades, hoping I have ibuprofen in my purse.

				Audrey asks if I’ve booked the parental driver’s education class Ryan and I need to attend before Audrey can start driving. She’s been asking about it daily for the past week now that her sixteenth birthday (and the day she can get her learner’s permit) is less than a month away. I tell her I have, even though I’ve only left one voice mail, yesterday, and am not officially registered. Satisfied with my answer, she then tells me about Human Pudding—a band she and her friends love whose songs give me a headache—releasing a new album, and about how one of her teachers, who apparently no one likes much, wore white pants that showcased her black-and-pink polka-dotted underwear. Hearing this makes me grateful I never became a high school teacher. Teenagers, at least the ones I know, are fairly ruthless in their judgment of grown-ups—as though your time to make mistakes ends the moment you turn twenty-one and are labeled as an adult. Though I try to listen and respond appropriately, my mind is already past the car ride and school drop-off and on to my work to-do list and what dish I’m going to make for the cookbook club night I’m hosting on the weekend. Soon Audrey is back to her buzzing phone, and I’m lulled into the soft sounds of the car’s interior, and I jump when she speaks again.

				“So you’ll pick me up after school, right?”

				“Can’t you just walk home?” I turn to her, confusion on my face.

				“Mom, seriously—”

				I lean toward her and kiss her cheek, closer to her ear than mouth—protecting her from whatever virus I have—and laugh. “Seriously. I’m joking. I’ll be here. Promise.”

				“Stick to your day job, Margaret,” she says, but gives me a sweet smile that makes my heartbeat jump, like it so often does when I’m in her presence. A feeling I expect is impossible to describe except to other mothers. “Love you,” she says, leaning over to hug me tight. I hold her until she lets go, like always. “See you at three-thirty. Don’t be late.”

				I go to say I’ll be there, I know the time thank-you-very-much and won’t be late because I set a reminder on my phone in between brushing my teeth and pulling on my tights, but my words are cut off by the slam of the car door and she’s off, swallowed up in the tide of teenagers flowing into the open mouth of the school’s front doors.

				* * *

				Between arguing with Tom about removing the garden statues—we settled on leaving the more tasteful ones and storing the others—late clients, and a snapped heel on my favorite shoes, thanks to a loose walkway stone at my first showing, the day drags painfully by. Plus, I’m feeling at least 150 percent worse than I did this morning, my voice now deep and rough and my fever making me alternate between chills and sweats. So by the time my last appointment arrives, which I pushed up so I could get Audrey in time for the dentist, I’m operating on fumes and desperate for things to go smoothly. I pop a Claritin while I wait for my clients, adding it to my grocery list on my phone when I see the blister pack is nearly empty. I’ve had a dog and cat allergy since I was a kid, and have learned through experience to never go into a house showing without Claritin onboard.

				My clients, Noah and Jillian Delacorte, are a young couple, new to Merritt by way of Boston where they’ve been living for the past three years in a one-bedroom condo. With a baby on the way, they’re “ready to move to the ‘burbs,’” as Noah said when we first chatted, and I gladly agreed to work with them. Parents-to-be are generally on a tight timeline to get moved in, as no one wants to be dragging a fussy newborn around to a bunch of showings. However, it’s been two months and a dozen showings later, and we have yet to find them the perfect house. Mostly because Jillian—a pixie of a woman, whose seven months pregnant belly is smaller than mine was at three months—is fairly particular about, well, everything, as it turns out. She once walked right out of a house because the front hallway smelled “a bit earthy,” and she thought that meant mold, despite my assurances it was likely due to the giant potted plant by the front door.

				So today, while I wait shivering with fever at a house I’m certain ticks all the boxes, I pray to the real estate gods that Jillian Delacorte is in a ready-to-buy state of mind. However, turns out my shitty day wasn’t done with me yet, and so when Noah shows up without Jillian—the decision maker of the two—I’m a bit concerned. Being the decision maker of the two, it’s critical she be here.

				“Hi, Noah.” I shake his outstretched hand as he walks up to me. I look toward his car, hoping Jillian will somehow materialize from inside it. “Where’s Jillian?”

				“She wasn’t feeling well, so I told her to stay home.” Noah adjusts his messenger bag on his shoulder, looks toward the house. “She said she trusts my judgment.” I smile weakly at him, both of us knowing how false this statement is.

				The house is perfect for them—it’s within budget, has the required three bedrooms, a fenced-in backyard and, by some miracle, both the master bedroom on the main floor and the butler’s pantry Jillian insisted upon—but unfortunately with only Noah here, I know I won’t be writing up an offer tonight.

				“I think this may be the one, Meg,” Noah says, after we tour the house. “But I want Jillian to see it, just to be one hundred percent certain.” Of course. So we run through our calendars at the home’s kitchen table and try to find a date that works.

				With only a few minutes to spare until I have to get Audrey I sit in my running car—Audrey would have a fit, reminding me how terrible it is for the environment—and return a call to another client who’s having second thoughts about the asking price we agreed on, then with my final minute craft an email to Tom about an idea I have for the agent’s open house. While I’m typing, a text comes through from Ryan. Sorry about this morning. Can I make it up to you later? I quickly type back, Deal and am about to sign off on the email to Tom when my cell phone whistles.

				“What the hell?” On top of the screen a little calendar reminder pops up.

				Mom—Leave work NOW.

				I chuckle. She must have programmed the reminder into my phone this morning, probably while I raced around trying to do an hour’s worth of stuff in fifteen minutes.

				After I hit Send on the email to Tom, I pull away from the curb hoping there’s no traffic downtown, so I can get Audrey to her appointment on time and avoid the receptionist’s wrath.
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				I’m only three minutes behind schedule when I pull into the long pickup queue to wait for Audrey. I quickly check my phone, feeling relief when I see replies from both Noah—Jillian is excited to see the house, how does Thursday work?—and Tom, who has had a change of heart and agrees perhaps all the statues should go, though he words the email in a way that makes it seem it was his idea all along. Clearly things have taken a turn for the better, and even my fever seems under control with the ibuprofen I’ve been popping all day.

				I see Audrey come through the doors, looking for my car in the long pickup line, and I put down the passenger window. “Audrey!” I try to shout, though it comes out sounding more like a squeak. I would honk, but that’s frowned upon in the school parking lot. Audrey still hasn’t seen me, but Emma Steen, waiting for her own daughter, Charlotte, by the front doors, does. I bristle as Emma strides toward me, cursing today’s timing.

				She tightens the belt of her Burberry-patterned coat around her tall, slim body and steps toward the passenger side of my car and the open window. “Oh, hell,” I mutter, trying to decide if I have time to pick up my phone and fake a call. Emma’s smiling as she approaches, but I notice it’s strained. As it should be, I think.

				“Hi there, Meg,” she says, bending down so her face is framed by the window. Her auburn hair is pulled back in a tight, high ponytail, her smooth bangs hanging perfectly upon her forehead, showcasing fabulous eyebrows. I absentmindedly rub a finger over my own brows, knowing it’s been too long since I had them waxed. My fingers itch with the urge to type a reminder to call the spa into my phone.

				“How are you? Sorry you missed the last meeting, but hopefully the minutes were helpful.” I think of Emma’s last email, which I deleted without opening. This is her first year as president of Merritt High’s Parent Teacher Organization, and it’s the perfect position for her—some people lead through creativity or inspiration, but Emma relies on her Martha Stewart–like tendencies and homemade chocolate chunk cookies.

				I wish I could put up the window without it appearing downright rude, and imagine with some satisfaction what it would be like to catch her nose between the glass and the steel frame of the door. Instead I nod, force a smile and silently beg Audrey to hurry up so we can get out of this damn queue.

				“I can’t chat, Emma. Audrey has a dentist appointment. Oh, and here she is.” I move my purse off the passenger seat for Audrey, who has thankfully just opened the car door, having squeezed around Emma.

				“Hi, Audrey,” Emma says, shoving her hands in her pockets and watching Audrey as she buckles her seat belt. “How’s the tennis these days?”

				“I don’t play anymore,” Audrey says, her tone polite but not inviting more questions. Audrey’s a natural athlete, like her dad, and used to play tennis and soccer, but when she turned twelve she decided she didn’t care for the competitive nature of organized sports. She still hits balls with her dad on occasion, but her interests have shifted: to journalism, environmentalism, saving the backyard birds.

				“Oh?” Emma holds on to her wide smile, though I can see it faltering. I know Emma still feels a connection to Audrey, having spent so much time with her when she was young, but Audrey has all but forgotten that relationship and treats her no differently than any other adult she’s forced to converse with—polite, but revealing little.

				“Well, I can see you’re in a rush,” Emma says, even though we both know I’m going to be stuck here for another few minutes until the line moves again. “But maybe we can do coffee soon?” She smiles brightly as though this is a normal thing we do, a perfectly reasonable suggestion. I don’t bother to remind her that we haven’t had a coffee together in about six years and instead point to my watch. “We have to go,” I say. Perhaps she thinks this passage of time is long enough for things to thaw between us, but after what she did, Emma and I will never have another coffee date—even though we used to be best of friends, seeing each other daily when our girls were in elementary school.

				“Absolutely. Off you go.” She pushes the air in front of her like she’s shoving water out of the way in a pool, walking backward toward the school as she does, still forcing that bright smile. “Don’t want those beautiful teeth to be late!” She gives a final wave to Audrey, then tucks her hands back into her coat pockets as she turns around.

				Audrey—who was too young to understand the abruptness with which my relationship with Emma ended, and who has long since forgotten how she and Charlotte used to tell everyone they were twin sisters—looks at me and rolls her eyes. I mutter, “Be nice,” as I put up the window and move ahead another car length.

				I hate how flustered I still get whenever I see Emma, each time remembering what happened six years ago. When I walked into my kitchen to restock the ice bar during our annual New Year’s Eve bash, warm with celebration and a few nips of champagne, to see Emma and Ryan standing too close. Emma’s lips were on Ryan’s, but with his arms like wooden planks at his sides, his body rigid and disengaged, it was clear he wasn’t a willing participant—which he vehemently reinforced after I physically threw her out of my house.

				“You’re one to talk,” Audrey says, raising her eyebrows at me, clearly referencing my thinly veiled dislike of Emma.

				“Well, she’s...exhausting.” It’s the kindest comment I can offer as I settle back into my seat. Right or wrong, Ryan and I have always adopted the team approach to our family, meaning Audrey has participated in adult conversations since she was a little girl. I’ve only regretted it once, when Audrey announced proudly, and loudly, when she was four years old—during a library reading group for moms and tots—that a man puts his penis in a woman’s vagina to make a baby. Always curious, we had the day before read The Book of Life and had some graphic—particularly for her age—conversations about how babies came to be. That was our last parent and tot library visit.

				“How was school?” I ask, pulling out of the pickup roundabout, trying to shake off the Emma annoyance that has settled into my shoulders.

				“Good,” Audrey says, and I know that’s probably all I’ll get for now. Years ago I read an article in some parenting magazine that said to never, ever, ask your child a question that had a yes or no response. So I used to think up all sorts of clever ways to mine her for information with open-ended questions, but after a few months I realized I usually got more and better information if I let her tell me in her own way.

				“I didn’t even know my phone could whistle at me. Did you know that?” I ask, a smile on my face, turning on to the main road.

				Audrey grins at me, then looks out her window. “I know how busy you are, Mom. Just wanted to help.”

				“Thank you, baby.” I rub her legging-covered knee. I slow for the first speed bump in a series of three, my car’s shocks groaning as we crest it.

				“Hey, there’s Jack.” Audrey points a half a block ahead, to a tall, blond teenager, crouched down at the curb, tying his shoelaces. “His dad took Sam to the clinic, so I guess no ride home for him today.” Jack and Sam Beckett are identical twins and look so much alike I’ve never been able to tell them apart.

				“I guess his mom is still at work?” I ask. Alysse Beckett, the boys’ mother, is a financial whiz and works at one of Boston’s most-respected private equity firms, drawing a salary that, when I sold them their current house, resulted in my best commission check ever. Their dad, Andrew, is a bit of a legend among the stay-at-home moms, having quit a journalism career when the twins were born to stay home with them.

				“Sam said she’s working on something big right now and goes to work before six in the morning and stays until, like, midnight sometimes.” Audrey takes out a stick of gum, folds it into her mouth. “I never want a job where I have to work that early or stay that late,” she adds. I don’t bother bursting her bubble—she’ll figure out soon enough getting up early and working late are fairly basic parts of being an adult. I slow down for the final bump, practically coming to a full stop.

				Jack stands and bounces on his tiptoes on the curb’s edge, skateboard in one hand, impatiently waiting for the car coming toward me to pass so he can cross. His shorts hang low on his hips and land just below the knee the way all the boys seem to be wearing them these days. On his head is a red baseball cap, turned backward, with large earphones—the noise-canceling kind—circling his neck.

				I look to the other side of the road and see a couple of other teen boys, skateboards also in hand, clearly waiting for Jack to catch up.

				“We should let him cross, Mom,” Audrey says.

				I press my foot firmly on the brake, completely stopping the car. “You know, they look so much alike,” I say. “I don’t know how you tell who’s who.”

				Audrey waves at Jack, and he waves back and smiles, recognizing her. “It’s the hair,” she says.

				“What is?” I ask.

				“How I tell them apart,” Audrey replies. I hold my hand up and wave Jack across the otherwise empty road, toward his group of friends. He smiles in acknowledgment and sets his skateboard on the pavement. “Sam’s hair is a bit longer, sort of curling around his ears. See?” Audrey holds up her phone, a picture of her and Sam lighting up the screen. Where he’s tall, she’s a pipsqueak—long-legged like me, but still short for her age; where he’s fair, she’s dark, brown-haired like her dad. In the photo they’re laughing, their faces squished together inside the picture’s frame.

				“Cute photo,” I say, picking up my travel mug half full of now cold coffee. I’m about to take a sip when Audrey screams, jolting me. The next sounds I hear are a sickening thump and the squealing of brakes. The mug drops from my hands, and, as the coffee seeps into my lap, I gasp, watching Jack Beckett’s lanky, fifteen-year-old body smash into the windshield of the other car—which came out of nowhere, too fast—and cartwheel into the air like it weighs nothing at all.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				4

				I’m pushing so hard on the brake pedal my toes start to cramp. Instinctually I withdraw my foot to stop the pain, and the car jerks ahead. It’s only a couple of inches, but Audrey screams again with the jarring movement, and the shrill sound rattles in my head, confusing me. What happened? Did I hit someone? No, no. It wasn’t me. My car was stopped. My foot, hard on the brake.

				My eyes dart to my rearview mirror, and I see Jack Beckett lying still on the pavement not far behind us, mostly obscured by a woman on her knees beside him, wearing a Burberry-style trench coat. The coat triggers recognition, but still, I stay buckled in my seat. “This is my fault,” I say, the beating of my heart pounding in my ears, my voice shaking. “I shouldn’t have stopped in the middle of... I shouldn’t have... Where did that car come from?” Audrey cries softly beside me, and I focus on her, murmuring that it’s going to be okay. I quickly turn off the ignition and put the car in Park but don’t unbuckle my seat belt just yet. I think of the bird, broken on my balcony, forgotten in the crazy rush of the morning. I’m terrified to see Jack up close—unfortunately, I know what a body looks like after it has done battle with a car—but am irrationally hoping, as I did this morning with the bird, that he’s simply stunned. He’ll be up and walking it off in a few minutes.

				My breath comes too fast, but the influx of oxygen is also bringing back awareness and clarity. Now I hear the shouts and panicked instructions being barked out by a male voice that rises above the others. Someone thankfully taking charge of the situation.

				What finally brings me back to the present and spurs me into action is the sound of Audrey gagging. She’s twisted in her seat, straining against her still buckled belt, eyes wild as she stares through our SUV’s back window at Jack. I grab her chin and turn her face to mine, noticing how odd her color is. Gray, like the caulking putty Ryan used to seal the cracks in the garage last winter. “If you’re going to throw up, get out of the car now.” My voice is calm, directive, though it has no power to it.

				Regardless, my words reach her. She says nothing but unbuckles her seat belt. Then she quickly opens her door, jumps out and promptly vomits on to the curb, about where Jack was standing only a minute ago. For a moment I’m unsure what to do: my mothering instincts command me to go to Audrey, to rub her back like I have many times before when she’s been sick, but a stronger instinct tells me to get out of the car and go—no, run—to Jack Beckett.

				He’s only ten feet or so behind my SUV, on the other side of the road, splayed out like he’s mid-jumping jack. I’m the third person there, joining the trench-coated woman I now recognize as Emma, who must have just started walking home with Charlotte when the accident happened. A man is crouched beside her, talking, I think, to the 911 operator on his phone. I recognize his voice as the barking, take-charge one, but now that I’m closer I can hear how the slight, nervous shake of his body is making his words tremble, as well.

				“Yes, he’s breathing. Not conscious...There’s a lot of blood...His head...Okay, okay.” He turns to Emma, who is amazingly in control of herself, despite what’s in front of us. She used to be an emergency room nurse before leaving to stay home with her two children, and I often sought her advice when Audrey had a fever or a cough that wouldn’t leave her little lungs. “We have to try and stop the bleeding.” The man then notices me standing there and hands me his phone. I put it to my ear, not yet seeing the streak of red on it that has now transferred to my hand, my ear, and he stands to take off his sweater. Now that he has moved slightly away from Jack, I can see how much blood there is, and that the knees of the man’s khakis are soaked dark crimson. I unwrap the pashmina from around my neck and hand it to the man. “To help with the bleeding,” I say, my voice quivering with the adrenaline coursing through me. I notice Jack’s ball cap is gone, but the headphones are still around his neck—backward now, so it sort of looks as though he’s wearing a plastic dog collar.

				“Hello?” the operator says. “Are you still with me? Don’t hang up, okay?”

				“Yes, sorry. I’m here,” I respond, trying to stop my arms from shaking while I hold the phone tight to my ear and listen to her instructions. “She says to apply pressure on the head wound, with whatever we have. But to be careful not to move his neck.” With a nod the man passes his sweater to Emma, who gently places it around Jack’s head, before folding my scarf into neat squares to firmly press against Jack’s skull. Emma takes over, her confident and nimble hands holding the scarf to Jack’s head as she talks softly to him about help being on the way and that he shouldn’t worry, they are going to take good care of him. Her coat is still tightly belted, though now there are splotches of blood mingling with the tan, black and red plaid squares. I have no idea where Charlotte is. Then I realize I have no idea where Audrey is, either.

				There are now two lines of cars, one behind my SUV and another behind the white Volvo wagon that hit Jack, curious heads poking out of rolled-down windows, wondering what the holdup is about, the odd honk to get things moving. A crowd has gathered around us, including Jack’s buddies who were waiting for him to cross the road and whose faces betray the horror—a horror I know all too well, the kind you can never erase—of what they just witnessed. They all hold phones to their ears, their panicked voices mingling, so I can’t hear distinct words.

				But the onlookers, including Jack’s friends, stay along the periphery of the accident scene. Outside the worst of it, some sharing prayers for this poor young man. I wish to be with them instead of standing in this inner circle, where we are removing clothing as quickly as Jack’s blood is flowing, trying to do something, anything to help. Things feel wildly out of control, a sensation I loathe. The man is now shirtless, his nipples hard with the cool fall breeze, a little pooch of white belly hanging over his belted pants. My own fingers have gone numb with the chill, and I squeeze them tighter around the phone, hoping I don’t drop it.

				“Meg,” Emma says, repeating my name when I don’t immediately answer. “Can you untie my coat?” I nod and come behind her, which seems the easiest way to do what she’s asked without getting in the way, and with quaking fingers, I wrestle the knot at her waist, still keeping the phone tight to my ear with the pressure of my shoulder. Emma shrugs off her trench coat with my help—being careful to leave one hand on the clothes on Jack’s head—and tells the man to put it on. He does, without seeming to notice it’s too small. Even though Emma is tall, the black-piped cuffs rise above the man’s wrists by a few inches, and in any other setting I might have laughed at how ridiculous he looks.

				A woman from the peripheral circle hands the man in Emma’s coat a thick wad of gauze, a large pressure dressing from a first aid kit in someone else’s car, she says. He hands me my blood-soaked pashmina and his shirt, and he and Emma apply the dressing against Jack’s skull. I don’t realize how hard I’m pressing my scarf and the shirt against my stomach until I try to take a deep breath and feel resistance. I look down and my dove-gray wrap dress is now marked red and brown, damp with Jack Beckett’s blood and the spilled coffee.

				Then I hear someone say, “Oh, my God, his leg,” and I pull my eyes down from Jack’s head, and for the first time I look at Jack’s left leg. His shorts have shifted up, so there’s nothing obscuring the injury. But despite the clear view I can’t make sense of what I’m seeing.

				Because nothing is where it should be. Most noticeable is Jack’s foot, pointing in the wrong direction—facing inward the way Audrey used to draw the shoes on her stick figures when she was in preschool. The leg also seems crooked where there isn’t a joint, a few inches above his ankle, and I feel bile rise in my throat when I realize what the thing sticking out of his shin is: a jagged piece of bone. “I think I can see his bone,” I whisper to the operator, my voice catching. “It’s...it’s coming out of his leg.” The man looks at me, pale, clearly unsure what to do, while Emma murmurs, “Compound fracture to the tibia.”

				“Should we do anything with his leg?” the man asks quietly, looking from me to Emma, hands still levitating above Jack’s mangled leg.

				“She said to leave the leg,” I tell the man, who nods—a look of relief passing across his face. “The ambulance is almost here.” Moments later we hear the sirens, and it’s as though the three of us take a collective deep breath. Help is almost here, and soon it won’t be up to us to hold the pieces of this poor young man together.

				Someone comes up beside me, brushing against my arm. Audrey. “I called Sam,” she says, her voice quiet and close to my ear—the one without the phone. “He and his dad will be here soon.” My heart lurches at the thought of getting that phone call. Of the crushing panic of hearing a car has hit your child.

				“I want to help,” she whispers. “What can I do?” Her tear-streaked face is still a concerning shade of gray, but there’s a firm set to her mouth I know well. It’s the face she gets when she’s determined to have her way, and is similar to the face Ryan made this morning when we argued. I want to tell her to go back to the car, to not look too closely at Jack, but I know there’s no point now.

				I shift the mouthpiece of the phone away and whisper back to her. “Talk to him, honey. Can you do that? Just don’t touch him, okay? We need to keep him still.” With a nod she kneels on the ground beside Jack’s head, beside Emma. Watching her, I vow to put up the gel clings the moment we get home and to bury the bird under the hydrangeas.

				“I can see the ambulance,” I tell the operator, who in her fluid, calming voice, tells me we’ve done a great job, the paramedics are almost here, but don’t hang up yet. Just then a police officer approaches and starts pressing the crowd back, repeating in a loud and authoritative voice, “Give us some room, folks,” to make space for the incoming ambulance.

				I scan the faces nearby, looking to see if Andrew Beckett has arrived. It’s then that I see her—the woman who drove her car right into Jack—sitting on the curb beside the white Volvo wagon with a massive dent in its hood, a blood-spattered air bag hanging out its open driver’s side window, the windshield smashed in a spiderweb-like circle, like a basketball—or someone’s head—hit it.

				A shiver moves through me when I realize I know this woman. It’s Sarah Dunn, Audrey’s history teacher. She’s staring straight ahead, at Jack’s skateboard—which is upside down and trapped under her front wheel—her face slack and mouth hanging open. She’s bleeding from her forehead, with two red rivers streaming out of her nose, but she seems unaware of her injuries. There are two more officers standing beside her, one peering inside the Volvo and the other talking into the walkie-talkie attached to his shoulder, but both ignoring her. I wonder how the hell she didn’t see Jack, and it’s then she glances up and our eyes meet.

				Maybe it’s my own guilt rising up through the wall of shock, but it’s as though she knows I was driving the other car. That I was the one who deemed it a safe crossing for this innocent and clearly vulnerable teenager, now lying in the road with an injury that will forever change his life. Maybe even—I realize with a sickening lurch in my stomach—end it.

				How did you not see me coming? I can almost hear her saying. How could you let him cross the street?

				Why were you driving so fast in the school zone? I would shout back, not understanding how she wouldn’t know better and feeling defensive for my part in this accident.

				But she wouldn’t answer my question, would only say one thing in this dreamlike conversation I have with her. We did this, Meg, is what she would say if she weren’t catatonic on the curb.

				My eyes drop back to Jack, now surrounded by paramedics moving quickly and quietly, like they’ve rehearsed this exact scenario a hundred times. The half-naked man, shivering under the ill-fitting trench coat, takes his phone gently from my hand, and Emma wraps her arms around Charlotte, who has tears running down her face, and when I look back up, Sarah isn’t sitting on the curb anymore.

				We did this.

				I’m suddenly slammed with a memory from when I was sixteen; from a terrible night where another teenager lay bleeding and broken on a road in front of me. I have worked hard not to think about that night anymore, because I can’t breathe around my guilt when I do. But just like that, it’s back, and I’m left sucking in air around the heaviness of the memory, a fish out of water.

				And like the part I played in that night when I was sixteen, I am the reason Jack Beckett crossed the road when he did. It’s my fault, I think, as the ambulance pulls out, sirens blaring. With a simple, careless wave of my hand, I did this.
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				The police have taped off the area and asked me to stay put until they can take statements, which they’re currently doing with Emma and the man who has now replaced the bloodied trench coat with a sweatshirt that fits much better. I’m sitting in my SUV, restless and still trembling even with my coat on, trying to bring life back into my fingers while also trying to reach Ryan for the tenth time, when Audrey tells me Sam and his dad are here. Before I can respond she opens the car door and jumps out, running toward them.

				A shiver runs through me when I look at Sam, so much like Jack in every way it’s disconcerting—for a moment my shock-weary mind tries to believe he is Jack, just fine and home from school as though nothing has happened. That this afternoon’s accident was merely a fever-fueled nightmare brought on by whatever virus has infiltrated my body.

				I see Andrew, tall and lean-limbed like his boys, some thickness around his middle only visible because the wind today is strong, molding his shirt to his stomach. He’s standing slightly behind Sam, who is hugging Audrey so tight she looks as though she might disappear into his body, and staring at the road where Jack was lying only minutes before. His eyes are trained on the pool of blood, now littered with medical supplies the paramedics left in their hasty departure. He stumbles back slightly, a hand going to his open mouth. Audrey and Sam are lost together, not noticing Andrew’s stumble, and I step closer to him, concerned.

				“Andrew,” I say, putting my hand on his arm. We’ve been friendly with one another since I sold them their house, more so now that our kids are dating, and have had our fair share of backyard barbecue conversations over the last few years. But even still, Ryan and I don’t count the Becketts as close friends. I suddenly wish there was someone else here, someone he knows better than me—the last thing you want is to get this kind of news from the person who knows how you like your hamburger cooked and what your home-buying budget is, but not much beyond that.

				He looks at my hand on his arm, my SUV that I just got out of, and finally at my face. “Did you hit him?” he asks, the words tumbling from his lips desperate, quiet, laced with anguish.

				“No,” I say, shaking my head a bit wildly. Then, with more conviction I add, “No. It wasn’t me. We were on the other side of the road.” I say nothing about waving Jack across the street. “They just took him, in the ambulance. To Children’s.” I’m about to offer to drive him to the hospital and then remember I can’t leave the scene. “The police have asked me to stay. Can you drive yourself to the hospital? Andrew?” Watching him, I know that’s not a good idea. “Or maybe the police can take you?”

				He’s no longer looking at me, or the road. I follow his gaze and see Sarah in the back of a police cruiser parked a few feet away, her head down and long, dark curls framing her face. “Is that who hit my son?” he asks, so quietly I lean closer to hear him better. But he doesn’t say anything else, so I simply nod. “Yes,” I reply. “It’s Sarah Dunn.”

				“Sarah Dunn,” he repeats, his voice monotone, his eyes unblinking as he stares at Sarah inside the car. “Jack’s history teacher.” He makes a strange sound in the back of his throat, and with some alarm I notice how unwell he looks. “How? Why?”

				“I don’t know exactly what happened, Andrew. I don’t know how she didn’t—” I’m about to say, “see him,” but I hold my words, because I can tell he can’t take any more in right now. He’s operating on autopilot, and precariously close to losing it. “I don’t know exactly what happened,” I repeat. “Her car wasn’t there one moment and then the next...”

				I glance toward the cruiser and Sarah, where his gaze continues to rest. “I still have to talk with the police,” I say, trying to fill the silence.

				His face has lost what little color it had when he arrived, and he’s shaking head to toe. “Andrew?” Even though he’s much taller, wider than me, I put an arm around him as best I can. “Do you want to sit down?” I wonder if he’s going to collapse and how I’ll keep him from crashing to the ground if he does. I move my feet slightly farther apart, as far as my dress allows, so I have better balance. But he doesn’t fall. Instead he turns to me, his back to the scene, and says, “I have to go.” His eyes are unfocused, and it’s clear he should not be getting behind the wheel. Just then Emma hurries up to us, holding Charlotte’s hand tightly as they cross the road, the way she used to when Charlotte was much younger. Though another day I might scoff at her overprotectiveness, I don’t blame her for it after what just happened.

				“Andrew. I’m going to drive you and Sam to the hospital. Give me your keys.” Emma’s tone is no-nonsense and urgent, and Andrew hands her his key chain without a word. Then she says, “Sam, take your dad back to the car. We’re right behind you.” She turns to me. “The police are ready to talk with you now, Meg,” she says, before she and Charlotte break into a run, heading to Andrew’s car.

				“Mom, I want to go with Sam,” Audrey cries, tugging on my arm, her eyes on Andrew’s car a half block away. “Mom, they’re leaving. Please!” I see Emma get in the driver’s side of Andrew’s car, and the car takes off quickly toward the hospital.

				I shake my head. “You’re staying with me.”

				She makes a sound that’s partway between a sob and an angry, frustrated groan, and I go to rub her back, but she pulls away so my hand only finds air. “After I talk with the police we’ll drive to the hospital. Promise. Okay?”

				Her lips are pressed tightly together, eyes red-rimmed, and for a moment I think she might scream at me. But then she launches herself into my arms, and I hold her petite, shaking body and whisper that everything will be all right, praying it’s the truth.

				* * *

				The police take my statement—no, I didn’t notice anything strange about Ms. Dunn’s car or her driving or that she was on her phone. I didn’t even see her car until it was too late. Yes, I did wave Jack Beckett across the street in a nonpedestrian crossing zone. Yes, I thought it was safe for him to cross, because I didn’t see the other car coming, like I already told you—and then they let me go. I’m grateful the drive to the hospital is a short one because I’m so bone-weary I probably shouldn’t be driving.

				We park in the visitors’ lot and make our way into the hospital. There’s an email from Emma, which this time I don’t delete—Jack is being evaluated, and she and Charlotte are with Sam and Andrew in the emergency waiting room.

				It’s surprisingly busy for late afternoon on a Monday, the waiting room littered with worried parents and kids holding kidney-shaped pans under their chins, ice packs pressed to foreheads, and arms held stiffly in makeshift slings. I see Emma on the other side of the room, and we hurry over. Sam and Charlotte are sitting side by side, a few seats down from Emma, both staring at their phone screens. I don’t see Andrew.

				“Sam,” Audrey says, and at the sound of her voice he looks up. Charlotte moves over one seat so Audrey can sit beside Sam, who leans heavily against her. She takes the weight of him and grabs his hand, and I smile gently when she catches my eye. I sit down beside Emma. “What’s happening?”

				“I don’t know,” she replies. “Andrew is with Jack, and Alysse is trying to get on a plane. She’s in New York City and isn’t supposed to be home until late tomorrow night.” Emma shakes her head. “I can’t even imagine, being a plane ride away when this is happening to your child.” I swallow hard, feeling my head spin a little.

				“Are you all right?” Emma asks, before shaking her head and letting her breath out slowly. “Of course not. How could any of us be okay?”

				For a moment I wish things between us were the way it used to be. Back when Emma knew the day-to-day nuances of my life better than even Ryan did, and would have known exactly what to say to make things better. I’m trying to think of how to respond when I catch a glimpse of Andrew standing just inside the glass emergency room doors. He looks awful, and he’s crying. A doctor wearing green scrubs is with him; their heads bent together, Andrew nods, a fist clutched to his mouth as the doctor talks.

				Emma glances at her watch. “Meg, I need to get home. Can you stay for a bit? Andrew’s parents are on their way, but they’ve got an hour’s drive or so before they can get here.”

				“Of course,” I say, my voice cracking. I clear my throat. “Thank you, Emma.” I’m not sure exactly what I’m thanking her for, but it’s the first thing that comes to mind. It’s so strange to be sitting next to her, talking with her like this after all these years of silence. I wonder if she’s feeling as discombobulated as I am.

				She nods and gives me a small smile. “Will you keep me updated?”

				“I will,” I say, thinking perhaps this will be the moment when I forgive Emma Steen for kissing my husband, because it suddenly feels like such a small thing in the face of this tragedy we’ve shared.

				A few minutes after Emma and Charlotte leave, Andrew walks into the waiting room. He looks surprised to see me, and I quickly stand to meet him. “Emma had to go home,” I say. “But I’m happy to stay with Sam for as long as you need me to. Or he can come home with us. Whatever’s best for you.”

				“They’re taking Jack into surgery,” Andrew says, and I let out a weak, “oh.” He goes to say something else, but then leans toward me and puts his forehead on my shoulder in much the same way Sam did with Audrey at the accident scene. His arms stay at his sides and we stand there for a moment in the packed waiting room, awkwardly close yet with only his forehead and my shoulder making contact, his cries muffled by my jacket.

				Then I swiftly step closer and wrap my arms around him, and he does the same to me, holding tight in a way that feels too intimate yet exactly right for the moment. I feel tears prick my eyes but will myself not to cry. I take a deep breath, smell a hint of something woodsy, like aftershave or cologne, and squeeze him tighter when I exhale. His chest heaves against mine, and his heart beats furiously. A moment later he pulls away so quickly, I’m left with arms still in a semicircle, suspended in the air. I quickly drop them, feeling uncomfortable.

				“Thank you,” Andrew says, scrubbing a hand across his chin and wiping at his eyes. He sounds better, stronger, though he looks anything but, and we sit back down.

				“It’s the least I can do.”

				He tilts his head slightly to the side, confusion on his face, and I feel self-conscious. Then he turns to Sam, who is sitting with Audrey on another bank of waiting room chairs. “How are you doing, buddy? Feeling okay?”

				“I’m fine, Dad,” Sam says, only briefly raising his eyes to meet Andrew’s.

				“Good,” he says. Then more quietly he says to me, “He’s been sick. Has had this fever and sore throat thing for a couple of days.”

				I nod, and then there’s a lull between us. I start to get antsy; I don’t do well with silence, especially in highly emotional situations. “How long do they expect Jack to be in surgery?”

				Andrew’s jaw works furiously. I know he’s holding back more tears, and I quickly regret asking the question. “They can’t know for sure, but the surgeon said to prepare for a long night.”

				Without realizing I’ve done it, I press a hand tightly to my stomach as I think of Jack in the operating room all night, his parents waiting for news, hoping for the best, trying to ignore the worst.

				“Are you okay?” Andrew asks, for the first time taking in my open coat, my soiled dress—the bloodstain. He shifts his body to face mine, his hands hovering slightly in front of my stained dress. “You weren’t hurt, were you?”

				“No, I’m fine,” I say. “This isn’t my...” My voice trails, thankfully stopping before I finish the sentence, say the word blood. He looks ill, because even though I didn’t say it, we’re both thinking it. I use one hand to close my coat over the stain on my dress and place my other hand on his arm. This time he rests his fingers overtop of mine and squeezes slightly.

				“I’m so sorry this is happening, Andrew.” My chest contracts again, the vice grip of guilt moving through me.

				He nods, mouth set in a grim line. “Me, too,” he says, voice breaking. He looks down. “They also said Jack’s back is broken. Probably from when he...hit the ground.”

				“Oh, Andrew.” I’m finding it hard to breathe, the fabric of my dress, the wrapped tightness of my coat suddenly too constricting.

				He keeps his voice low, so Sam and Audrey don’t hear the conversation. “They said there’s a chance he might not walk again.” His eyes fill, and his voice catches. “How the hell do you tell your kid that?”

				Jack Beckett is a gifted athlete, a golfer who apparently has a decent chance at playing the professional circuit if he keeps going the way he has been. He has his whole life ahead of him: college, career, a family of his own one day. He needs to walk out of here.

				“I don’t know,” I say, a little breathless. My words are the truth, but they sound terribly useless in the moment. “Andrew, is there someone else I can call for you? Or can I get you something? A coffee? Something to eat?”

				He shakes his head. “Don’t think I could keep anything down. Thanks, though.” His eyes drop to his phone, where a text message illuminates the screen, and he’s quickly typing back to whoever it is. I tell him I’m just stepping out to make a call, then once outside, sit on a bench beside a hospital gown–clad woman attached to an IV pole, halfway through a cigarette. I can’t catch my breath and so bend at the waist and suck in great heaving lungfuls of air.

				“You okay, honey?” the woman asks, her voice raspy. She rests her elbows on her splayed knees and takes a long pull on her cigarette, watching me.

				I look to her face, heavily wrinkled and a sickly shade of yellow, and shake my head. “No,” I say. The cigarette smoke is making me nauseous, and I want to leave, but my legs aren’t yet ready to hold my weight.

				She nods. “Most of us here aren’t.”
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				“I want to stay with Sam,” Audrey implores, after I tell her we need to head home. Andrew’s parents and sister, Suzanne, have arrived, and Alysse managed to get on a flight that will get her here before Jack’s out of surgery.

				“We should give them some privacy, Aud,” I reply quietly. I wonder when you learn that particular nuance of crisis—that giving people time and space is appropriate in situations like these—but then just as quickly wonder if that’s actually the best thing for anyone. When Audrey asks again if she can stay with Sam, this time a bit louder, I wish I could use the old “Three...two...one...” trick I used to when she was a preschooler. Audrey would usually concede when I got to “one,” and I never had to follow through on whatever consequence would happen after the countdown. But she’s a teenager now, on the cusp of being a woman who can make her own decisions, and my influence over her is diminishing. Which scares the hell out of me.

				Andrew glances at us. “She’s welcome to stay, Meg,” he says. “Suzie can drive them back to our place in a bit.” Suzanne, who with her short blond bob and long limbs looks like the female version of Andrew, nods in response and rubs Sam’s back. I open my mouth to insist Audrey come with me, then see her face and Sam’s, and pause. He needs her right now.

				“As long as you’re sure,” I say to Andrew. He murmurs again that it’s fine, and I nod. “Audrey, Dad or I will come get you at Sam’s place a bit later. Text me, okay?”

				She hugs me and assures me she will, and after a quick goodbye to Andrew and his family, I head home.

				* * *

				I sit at the kitchen table in my bloodstained dress, too tired to do all the things I need to: get changed, bury the dead bird, deal with work stuff. My mind is both racing too fast and moving too slow, and I still feel like I can’t draw a full breath.

				With shaking hands I pick up my phone and dial Julie, who answers on the first ring.

				“Meg! Are you okay? What happened? I heard about Jack Beckett. Oh, my God. Where are you?”

				I’m crying too hard to speak.

				“Are you at home? Meg?”

				“Yes,” I manage to say.

				“I’m coming over. Give me ten minutes.”

				Nine minutes later Julie lets herself in the front door, and seconds after that she’s got me in a tight hug. “Oh, Maggie. You’re okay.” Though she’s shorter than me, no one would ever call Julie petite. She’s solid and fit, yet still has a soft layer over top of her muscles. She does not subscribe to potions, surgical interventions or negative body image, saying her girls need to see the way “God made her” and understand what a real woman’s body looks like. Her halo of dark curls, that never seem to lay flat no matter what she does, tickle my face, making me sneeze.

				“Sorry,” I say, sniffling, but she doesn’t let me go.

				“What’s a little snot between friends?” she asks, finally pulling back and holding either side of my face in her hands. “Mags, you look like hell.”

				I sniffle again, take the tissue she hands me and honk my nose into it. “I know. I feel like hell, too.”

				“Why don’t you go get changed and I’ll make you a cup of tea.” She gently nudges me toward the stairs. “After that you can tell me what happened. Okay?”

				I nod. “Thanks. Also, there’s a dead bird upstairs. I need to bury it before Audrey gets home.”

				Julie doesn’t miss a beat. “Then I’ll meet you upstairs with tea, and rubber gloves. Off you go.”

				Once I’ve stripped out of the bloodstained dress, balling it up with the pashmina and stuffing both into a plastic bag in my closet that I’ll throw in the trash bin later, I pull on some yoga pants and a sweatshirt and swallow two more ibuprofen. I’m standing at the balcony door staring at the tiny brown bird, lying exactly where it fell this morning, when Julie comes in my bedroom.

				“Here,” she says, putting the hot tea in my hands. I take a tentative sip, and my eyes widen, the honey and lemon mingling with a hit of whiskey. She shrugs. “I brought the booze with me. Figured this was the time for something stronger than chamomile.” She’s wearing the pink rubber gloves I keep under the kitchen sink and has her hands on her hips. “So that’s the little guy, huh?”

				I nod, staring back at the bird. In a flash I see Jack on the road, feel the pills I just swallowed trying to make their way back up.

				“Do you want to talk about it?” she asks, and I know she doesn’t mean the bird.

				“Not even a little bit.”

				Julie nods. “Okay, so about this bird.” She crouches down and gives it a long look. “What do you want to do with it?”

				“We could just put it in the trash,” I say. “Audrey doesn’t know what happened.” Making the effort to bury it does seem pointless.

				But Julie shakes her head. “I think it needs a proper burial.” She looks pointedly at me. “I think you need this as much as the bird.”

				She’s right. I can’t bring myself to put it out with the trash, like its life didn’t matter at all—not today. Frowning, I take a deep breath and hold out my hands. “Give me the gloves.”

				“I don’t mind,” Julie says but then, seeing my face, pulls the gloves off her hands and gives them to me. I open the sliding glass door to the balcony and gently pick up the bird with some difficulty, thanks to how small its body is and how awkward the gloves are. Its body is stiff, yet so light it’s practically weightless. Julie holds the half-empty tissue box from my nightstand toward me and I set the bird’s body inside, covering it with a few tissues so I don’t have to look at it anymore.

				We already have two birds buried in our backyard—a baby robin that was pushed from its nest a few springs ago, and the yellow finch that started Audrey’s save-the-backyard-birds campaign in our house. The graves are marked by two stones, upon which Audrey has painted red hearts with wings, and I start digging with the garden spade about a foot away from the one on the left. The wind blows strong, and Julie, sitting on the grass beside me, holds tightly to the tissue box so it doesn’t get knocked over by a gust.

				A half hour later back in the bedroom, Julie and I are meticulously placing Audrey’s gel clings in a pattern on the balcony windows, tiny semicircles of dirt still stuck under my fingernails from the bird’s burial, when my phone rings.

				“Hey, sorry. I’ve been in the meeting. Everything all right? I just saw your missed calls.” He sounds like he’s had a couple drinks, his words soft around the edges, and I wonder exactly where this afternoon’s meeting is taking place.

				“Ryan.” I sit hard on the side of the bed, the gel cling in my hand wilting against my fingers. “Just a second,” I say to him, pressing the phone to my chest and looking at Julie. “I’m good. You don’t need to finish that.”

				“Are you sure?” she asks. “I still have—” she glances at her watch “—thirty minutes before the kids go ballistic wondering where their dinner is.” She smiles, and I return it.

				“I’m sure,” I say. “Thank you, Jules.”

				She watches me for a beat, then blows me a kiss. “Always, my friend. Okay, call me later?”

				“I will.” I wave as she leaves my bedroom, then put the phone back to my ear.

				“Sorry, just saying bye to Julie.”

				Ryan gives a low whistle. “You sound rough. Guess you’re not feeling bet—”

				“There was a car accident.”

				A pause, heavy between us. Then the rush of questions. “What happened? Are you okay? Is Audrey okay? What kind of accident?” His tone now sharp, worried, impatient.

				“It wasn’t us. We’re okay.” My tone weak and weary. “But Jack Beckett got hit by a car. Right in—” My throat catches as I try to hold things in, control the flood of emotions. I shake my head and close my eyes against the images of Jack, his jagged shinbone, the nausea bubbling inside my stomach. “Right in front of us.”

				“Sam’s brother? Shit. Is he okay? Was Audrey in the car with you? What the hell happened?”

				Yes. No. Yes. I’m not entirely sure, but it’s at least partly my fault.

				“It was a couple of blocks from the school. I had just picked Audrey up for her appointment, so, yes, she was with me,” I reply. “She’s at Children’s now with Sam.”

				“Why is she at Children’s? I thought you said she was okay?”

				“She’s fine, Ryan. She wanted to stay with Sam.”

				“God, what a nightmare.” Ryan lets out a long breath, and I know he’s imagining what it would be like for Audrey to be the one hurt. But he’s thankfully saved from the images in my head, which are making it difficult to stay upright. “Are you all right?”

				“I’m fine,” I say, forcing strength I’m not feeling into my voice. “I’ll fill you in when you get home.”

				“Do you want me to come home?” Ryan asks. “I can pick Audrey up on the way.”

				“She wants to stay with Sam, at least for now. And I’m fine. You don’t need to come home.” I work hard to make this part sound true, because I realize how much I want to be alone right now.

				“I’ll text Audrey and let her know I’m picking her up,” Ryan says, his voice firm.

				“Don’t,” I say, too fast. I pause briefly, then decide it needs to be said. “I can tell you’ve been drinking.”

				There’s silence on the other end. “I’ve had half a beer, Meg.”

				“Sorry, I didn’t mean...” I sigh, exhausted, lying back against the pillows and closing my eyes.

				“No, I’m sorry.” He sounds frustrated but genuinely apologetic. I’m not even sure what we’re apologizing for at this point.

				I turn my head, and a tear drops on to the pillow. “I’ll text you when she’s ready to be picked up, and we’ll figure it out.”

				“Okay,” Ryan says, pausing again. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

				My body quivers with my need to get off the phone. “Yes. Go back to your meeting.”

				He sighs, and I know he’s struggling to decide what to do, despite what I’ve said. “I love you, Meg.”

				“Me, too,” I say, then hit End Call.

				I feel my fever climbing again, a chill tickling my skin, and give in, folding my sick self under the duvet. I turn up the volume on my phone so I’ll know when Audrey texts, then press my heavy head against the cool pillow. At first all I can see when I close my eyes is Jack Beckett, the aftereffects of the accident, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep. But moments later I fall into a deep slumber.
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				The dream is restless, terrifying, and all I want to do is get away from the scene in front of me. But it isn’t the accident I’m dreaming about—at least not today’s accident.

				I’m trembling, my tank top and denim miniskirt soaked and clinging cold to my body. It’s raining and dark—aside from two beams of light that seem to be pointing straight up into the sky. I want to run, to get out of the storm, but as I turn in circles I see wide-open fields, a long and empty road stretched in front of me. It’s then I notice someone, walking on the road toward me. I squint, wipe at my eyes, taste raindrops when I open my mouth to shout to this person. It doesn’t occur to me to be scared. But my body is humming with something...adrenaline, I think, though I can’t sort out why my muscles seem to know something is wrong, but my mind doesn’t.

				A few moments later the person is close enough for me to see who it is. Paige Holden. My high school best friend. Relief ripples through me, and I start laughing with release.

				“Paige!” But my mouth is full of water, the rain everywhere, and I choke a little. Coughing, I shout again. “Paige!” I’m relieved she’s here, but she doesn’t seem to hear my cries despite being only a few feet away. She’s also soaked to the bone but isn’t doing anything to wipe the steady stream of water running down her face.

				I’m about to call her name again when the words die in my throat. She’s stopped walking—too far for me to reach if I stretch my arms as far as they’ll go, but she’s close enough I can see everything, the two streams of light, which I now realize are headlights, illuminating her. Oh. God.

				Her blond hair, once so pretty and the envy of most of our friends, is caked with rusty red clumps, the usually bone-straight strands tangled in knots. The rain seems to have done nothing to rid her shirt—which used to be a pretty pale blue eyelet tank—of the dark crimson blotches covering its surface. I suddenly understand all the red is blood, her blood. But it’s her head, specifically the shape of it, that makes my legs give out. I didn’t notice before, the shadows that followed her while she walked toward me hiding it, but now I see what’s missing. The left side of her head—including one beautiful blue eye—is gone. Just...gone.

				I wake myself screaming. Taking a few deep breaths I try to calm the rattling inside me, but the image of Paige’s face hovers around the edges of my consciousness, and I think I’m going to be sick.

				It has been twenty-eight years since that horrible night, and nearly as many since Paige came to me while I slept.

				And now it’s happening again.

				* * *

				Two days after Ryan slid the engagement ring on my finger—only a week after my twenty-fifth birthday—was when I learned my mom had breast cancer.

				Back then we had a weekly, standing dinner with my parents: Sunday night, seven o’clock. A free meal was always welcome as we were broke—Ryan in pre-med at Tufts and me working a front desk job at an orthodontist’s office, my eye on teacher’s college by the fall if we could afford it. Ryan proposed on a Friday evening and though I was bursting to call my mom moments after, I decided to wait until our dinner. So I sat on our exciting news for two days, having no idea my mom was sitting on some news of her own.

				We arrived ten minutes early, like always, because for my parents, showing up on time meant you were already late. I wore my engagement ring but kept my hand in my skirt’s pocket when Dad opened the door. He seemed distracted and tired, his face drawn and the buttons on his shirt mismatched by one hole, which was out of character. He was always immaculately dressed, even for a trip to the gas station. But I assumed he was merely work-weary—being a high school principal wasn’t an easy job, teenagers masters at creating drama-fueled challenges—and that mom was too busy getting ready for dinner to notice.

				After Dad poured our drinks, Danny, my younger brother, regaled us with stories from middle school, while Mom’s famous black bean and cilantro cream enchiladas warmed in the oven. I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. I was sitting on my left hand, had been careful to keep the ring out of view. A lull in the conversation came, and I opened my mouth to shout the words, “We’re engaged!” when my mom suddenly stood, her small shoulders rolling back and her chin held high.

				“I have cancer.”

				I don’t remember doing it, but suddenly I was standing as well, facing her. “What?” The word, barely a whisper. My hands shook, the beautiful, if not tiny, cushion-cut diamond ring on my finger forgotten.

				A lot happened all at once. Dad started crying. So did I. Danny fetched a box of tissues, seeming more mature than his thirteen years, and pushed them into our hands. Mom assured us, in her best nurse’s no-nonsense tone, she would be fine. Ryan stood beside me and I clutched on to him.

				Though Mom’s cancer was advanced, there were decent treatment options. Plenty of people survived cancer these days, so why not Mom, who was tenacious and well-equipped for what lay ahead?

				But those three words, “I have cancer,” shook something loose in me, took my confidence and spun it around like socks in a dryer. My mother was my rock, a small woman with a huge personality and the ability to put my brother and me in our places with only a glance. Because of her I knew how to throw a proper dinner party, I understood being kind was as important as being smart or successful, and that she would always be there for me. Without her I would not have survived the aftermath of Paige’s accident—along with a million tiny heartbreaks in my childhood, like when my beloved guinea pig, Sherman, died and when Johnny Saxon dumped me after I gave him my first kiss. My mother carried me through the grief that threatened to swallow me whole after Paige died—I knew I needed her as much as an adult as I did as a child.

				I wanted to be stoic, like she, my dad and Danny were that evening, but her diagnosis pulled the rug right out from under me. To this day I’m still embarrassed by how selfishly I took her news. One of my first thoughts upon hearing she’d need chemotherapy and would likely lose her hair was to hope it would grow back in time for the wedding. I couldn’t cope, so instead focused on the small, unimportant things, like taking wedding pictures with a bald mother-of-the-bride.

				Six months later Ryan and I were married—in a no-frills ceremony at city hall, Mom wearing a gorgeous wig—and I quit my job to take care of her a month after that when it became clear the cancer was winning. Dad had Danny to worry about, plus he had to keep working to pay the bills, and I needed to be useful. But there was only so much a daughter’s love and devotion could do, and much too soon for all of us, Dad and I were picking out a granite headstone, Danny standing beside us with silent tears rolling down his peach-fuzz covered face, me understanding I would now have to live with a hole inside me, forever.

				It was around that time the debilitating nausea started. I was distracted by my grief and so, not worried, but Ryan—suffering “second year syndrome,” medical student hypochondria—dragged me to a specialist after I threw up in the sink one night after dinner. The doctor agreed it might be an ulcer, certainly the stress of the last year could have done it, she said, and they took enough blood I actually felt woozy when we left the clinic. Of all the possible things it could have been, I was not expecting the result: I was pregnant.

				With the baby on the way and my heart still shattered from Mom’s death, I nested in our cramped apartment full of secondhand furniture and cheap but cheerful decor and tried to prepare for motherhood. Meanwhile, Ryan finished second year, and Dad started dating, which I thought was absolutely too soon, but I never said so because I’d promised Mom I wouldn’t let Dad wither away.

				“I love your father, Margaret, but he is a man born without the ability to read a recipe or keep his whites and darks separate in the laundry machine. Bless him, my Hugh.” I’d laughed softly when she said this, but I knew the domestic tasks excuse was a cover. Dad did better as a team. Plus, Danny, only a week away from celebrating his fourteenth birthday when Mom died, also needed someone. He was too young, she said, to be left without a mother.

				“But he has a mother,” I’d said, biting my lip to keep the tears at bay so she would see how strong I was. How capable she raised me to be. “I’ll take care of Dad. And Danny.”

				She’d taken my hand then and pressed my palm to the paper-thin skin of her cancer-hollowed cheek. “You have your own life to worry about,” she’d said. “I won’t steal the joy of that away from you, along with everything else I’m taking.” I’d nodded, leaned into her body so bony and frail and smelling like antiseptic—the scent of sickness and death—but still warm with life and love.

				I never did announce my engagement that evening. It wouldn’t be until the next day, when I sat with Mom and Dad at her oncology appointment, that my secret would be revealed.

				“What is this?” she’d exclaimed, grabbing my hand and holding it up to the light. Delight had brightened her face as she stared at the ring. She’d still looked like herself—wavy brown hair to her shoulders, enough weight on her body to prove she loved good food—and despite where we were and why we were there, it’s one of my favorite memories of my mother.

				“Hugh, the grandbabies are coming!” she’d trilled loudly. Her enthusiasm and happiness had made me laugh, but I also felt bolstered—she wouldn’t leave before meeting her first grandchild.

				* * *

				By the time I drag myself out of bed and splash cold water on my face it’s just before seven, and I still feel horrible—brittle with fever, consumed by shock and worry for Jack, and humming from the vestiges of my nightmare about Paige and the bittersweet memories of Mom. I text Audrey and am making a cup of tea when I hear the front door open.

				“Meg?”

				Tears come to my eyes, and I hastily wipe them away. “In here,” I call out. I turn and lean against the counter, the ceramic mug hot in my hands. Ryan comes into the kitchen and I smile, all the bad feelings I was holding on to about this morning’s argument gone the moment I see him, wanting nothing more than to be inside the safety of his arms.

				“Hi,” he says.

				“Hi,” I reply, taking a sip of my drink and glancing at the clock. 7:06 p.m. “You came home early.”

				He smiles. “I came home early.” He walks to me and, careful not to spill my drink, puts his hands on my shoulders and kisses my forehead. “I left the meeting right after you called and went to Children’s. Audrey was still there.” His eyes—at times blue, at times gray, but today a flecked mix—are concerned. He holds a gentle hand to my forehead, in the spot he just kissed. “You’re hot.”

				“Thank you,” I say, batting my eyelashes. Then I cough hard, and my tea spills, scalding and sticky on to my hands. “Ouch!”

				Ryan rips off a few sheets from the paper towel roll. He gently wipes my hands, then the edge of my mug and the small circle of wet on the floor near my feet.

				“How was everyone doing?” I ask, as he tosses the soiled paper towel into the trash.

				“As well as can be expected. Audrey filled me in on what happened.” He watches my face, waiting to see if I want to talk about it. I just nod. “She wanted to stay with Sam until Jack is out of surgery, which might be a while,” he adds. The corners of his mouth turn down, and I wonder what else he knows. “Go, sit,” he says, gesturing to the living room couch. “I’ll join you in a minute, okay?”

				I kiss his cheek before heading to the living room, where, with a contented sigh, I sink into the plush cushions. A few minutes later Ryan sits beside me, pulling my slippered feet onto his lap and wrapping my legs in a blanket. Once he’s cocooned me, he grabs the beer he brought with him from the kitchen and twists the cap.

				“What did you find out? About Jack?” I hold my breath, my heart racing. Ryan doesn’t answer immediately, and suddenly I’m terrified.

				“Is he going to live?” I whisper.

				He pauses. With his telling silence I wilt deeper into the cushions, tears springing to my eyes.

				“Oh, my god, Ryan—”

				“He’s fighting hard,” Ryan says. “But he has a tough road ahead.”

				I sit up a bit straighter and steel myself for what a “tough road” means.

				“He has a skull fracture and some bleeding in his brain.” Ryan puts a hand on my knee, rubs firmly. “Meg, Praskesh is his surgeon, and he’s the best. He’ll get it under control.”

				“I don’t know if Audrey should be there, Ryan. It’s too much. For them. For her.” I take a deep breath, my heart hammering in my chest. I recognize the feeling as panic—I desperately want Audrey home with me, where I can know for sure that she’s okay.

				“Someone she loves is suffering a whole lot right now,” he says. “Sam needs her there. And she’s okay. I just saw her. She’s fine, Meg, all things considered.”

				I nod and try to control my quivering lips. “What about Jack’s leg? And his back? Andrew said it was broken?”

				“They’re trying to save his leg,” Ryan says. Then he sighs, runs a hand over his face, and I try to focus. I think about how when Jack woke up this morning, he had no idea it would be his last as a carefree teenager. That the moment he stepped off the curb, his life would never be the same again. “As for his spine, jury’s still out. It depends on the break. And if his spinal cord was completely severed or not.”

				Bile moves up in my throat, and I swallow reflexively a few times. “And if it is completely severed? What will that mean?”

				“He’ll be paralyzed.”

				A violent shiver moves through me, and my tea nearly spills again on the couch.

				“Hey. Hey, come here.” Ryan takes my mug and places it on the ottoman tray. He shimmies closer, tucks me under his arm and rests his head on mine. I fight the tears so hard my shaking intensifies, and Ryan rocks me, like he did when my mom died, and when Audrey was hospitalized with a terrifying case of pneumonia when she was only a year old. “He’s young, Meg. And strong. Even if we’re talking worst case and he’s paralyzed, he can make it through this.” Of course “worst case” isn’t actually paralysis—that would be Jack not surviving this—but I don’t say anything because I understand Ryan is trying to help me.

				“Talk to me.” Ryan’s face, so familiar, is creased with worry—his age beginning to show in how easily the lines form on his forehead and around his eyes and don’t fully disappear when at rest. I want to tell him that seeing Jack Beckett fly off Sarah Dunn’s car has brought up what I went through at sixteen, and I wonder if he’s already figured that out.

				But still, Ryan doesn’t know everything about the night that Paige died. Just that there was a horrific car accident after a reckless teenage party—the incident made all the papers and news channels, and though we weren’t named, being young adults, our story was used as a cautionary tale in practically every high school in Massachusetts. But though Ryan knows the details of how Paige died and that I witnessed the accident, he’s never understood why I hold myself responsible. The full truth is right there on the tip of my tongue, straining to be released as he holds me. “If you can’t trust the ones you love,” my mom used to say, “life will always feel harder than it needs to be.” But then he shifts position, and the moment is gone, and I tuck the secret and all it carries back inside again.
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				The next morning I see the gel clings on our bedroom windows and smile, thinking of Audrey and her big, bird-loving heart. Then I remember what happened the day before, and the smile melts from my face.

				I’m alone in bed, Ryan already up. Squinting at the clock I see it’s nearly seven, and as I come more fully to consciousness I hear shuffling, movement underneath me. The sounds of my family getting ready for the day. I wait a few more minutes, working up the courage to face the day—it was late by the time Ryan went to pick Audrey up at the Becketts, and I was half asleep on the couch when she gave me a kiss good-night before heading to bed. I’m not sure how she’s doing today, though I can imagine.

				When I finally walk into the kitchen in my robe and slippers, the vestiges of sleep still clinging to me, Ryan hands me a mug of coffee, and I grimace. “Can’t do it,” I croak, handing it back.

				He pulls out his phone and taps the flashlight icon. “I called Prakesh to check in on how Jack’s doing this morning. They were able to stop the bleeding and stabilize his skull fracture, and repair the leg. He’s hanging in there.”

				“Oh, thank god,” I say, momentarily refreshed by the sense of relief that washes over me. But then I remember the possible paralysis. “What about...the other thing?”

				He shakes his head, a frown on his face, and I know Jack is paralyzed. The weight is back, painfully heavy on my shoulders, and it’s all I can do not to burst into tears. Ryan notices and places a gentle finger under my chin. “Let’s worry about you for now, okay?” he says softly. “Open up.”

				I open my mouth and stick my tongue way out while he shines the light into my throat. I can smell my rose face cream on his skin—he claims to not need moisturizer whenever I offer to pick up some for him, but my own bottle seems to disappear at a mysterious rate.

				“Yuck!” Audrey says, her head right beside Ryan’s as he shines the light down my throat. I resist the urge to close my mouth, my jaw beginning to complain.

				“Strep,” Ryan announces, releasing my chin. “Classic.” Even though as a radiologist he probably hasn’t seen a case of strep since medical school, Ryan prides himself on being able to diagnose illnesses that send one to a family doctor. He also likes to guess how many stitches a cut will need, or how many degrees a fever is, or which strain of flu has felled us.

				I sigh, rubbing my jaw. “At least I don’t have any showings today. But I can’t do strep right now. No time.”

				“That’s what Sam has,” Audrey says, licking yogurt off her spoon before dipping it back into the container. “Apparently it’s going around school.” She looks a bit tired but otherwise seems fairly chipper, considering yesterday’s events. I wonder if she’s simply putting on a good performance.

				“Well, I hate to tell you this, sweetheart, but you’re doing it,” Ryan says to me as he tucks his phone into the side pocket of his bag and swigs the last of his coffee. “I’m going to drop Audrey at school on the way in, and you’re going to go get swabbed. Just to be sure.”

				“You’re going to school?” I turn to her with surprise.

				“Why wouldn’t I?” She jumps from her chair at the table and rinses her empty yogurt container out before tossing it into the recycling bin under the sink. I look over at Ryan. Surely she needs at least one day off, to process and talk about what we went through yesterday?

				“She’s okay, Meg,” Ryan says, as I open and then close my mouth.

				“I’m okay, Mom,” she reiterates, glancing between Ryan and me. “It’s not like we were the ones in the accident or anything.”

				“That’s true, Aud, but it’s still a pretty scary thing to see a friend go through.” I wish I could explain how the trauma of being an observer to something so horrifying can be nearly as bad as physical bumps or bruises. Audrey is nearly the same age I was when Paige died, and I’ll never forget what it felt like to realize we weren’t invincible—that terrible things could happen at any moment. “How’s Sam doing?” She shrugs, says he’s okay. “Is there anything you want to talk about? About Jack, or the accident?” I ask, giving her arm a rub.

				She slings her backpack over her shoulder, knocking my hand off her arm in the process. I tell myself she didn’t mean to do it. “Nope,” she says, then turns to Ryan. “Can we go? I don’t want to be late.”

				I look at Ryan as if to say, “Can you give it a try?” but he’s busy packing up his bag and doesn’t notice.

				“We can talk later,” I say to Audrey, tugging on her backpack shoulder strap so she looks at me. “Audrey?”

				“Fine,” she says, rolling her eyes. I pull her to me for a tight hug despite the resistance I feel in her lithe body. I breathe in the scent of her hair, something fruity with a hint of lavender, feeling grateful for the hundredth time since yesterday afternoon that she wasn’t the one in front of that car.

				“Mom, we’ve got to go.” She pats my back a couple of times to placate me. “Love you.”

				“Love you, too.”

				Ryan grabs the handles of his leather duffel bag that he takes to the gym on his lunch break and gives me a kiss. I turn at the last minute so his lips graze my cheek, and he smiles. “Meg, you know I never get sick.” It’s true. After so many years in med school and working in the hospital, Ryan never seems to catch anything.

				“I’ll pick you up after school,” I say to Audrey. “We can get ice cream or something.”

				She scowls. “It’s too cold for ice cream. And I don’t need a ride. I’m going to the hospital with Sam after school to see Jack.”

				I frown.

				“Dad said it was okay,” she says, pointing at Ryan.

				“Not a good idea, Aud,” I say, not commenting on Ryan’s lax attitude. “Jack’s only just had surgery, and we don’t know where things are at. Plus, I’m sure they’re all exhausted. They don’t need company right now.”

				Audrey looks perturbed in the way only a teenaged girl can. “Sam asked me to go with him. It’s fine, Mom. And Dad already said I could.”

				I take a deep breath. “Well, it’s not fine with me.” Ryan sighs, almost imperceptibly, but I catch it. “I’ve asked you to come home so we can have a chat. And that can be over ice cream or hot chocolate or whatever, but we are going to talk about things. So I’ll see you in the pickup line, okay?”

				She stomps her foot, the way she used to when she was little and didn’t get her way. “You are so annoying!” she shouts before slamming the door to the garage behind her with extra force.

				Ryan adjusts the strap of his messenger bag, looks at me with eyebrow raised.

				I sit down at the kitchen table and rest my head in my hands. “Why did you tell her she could go? I’m sure the Becketts need time alone right now. Plus, I want to talk with her about yesterday. Make sure she’s all right.”

				He doesn’t respond right away, watches me closely. “Look, I know this has probably brought up a lot of stuff for you,” he says, and I peer at him through my hands. I swallow hard, know he’s talking about Paige. “But this situation is completely different. And if she wants to talk about it, she’ll talk, Meg. I don’t think forcing the issue is a great idea.”

				I nod, but not because I agree. Simply to acknowledge I’ve heard him. “Tell her I’ll see her in the pickup line, okay?”

				Ryan sighs again, this time with barely concealed frustration. “I think you should be prepared for things not to go the way you hope.”

				The way I hope? Nothing about this is what I hoped for—but I won’t pretend like our fifteen-year-old has enough emotional maturity to process what happened yesterday on her own. I know how the aftereffects of witnessing such a tragedy can be slow to show themselves, coming out when you least expect them, and it’s my job to support Audrey, whether she wants it or not. Like my mother did for me.

				“Noted,” I say to Ryan, matching his frustrated tone. “See you later.”

				He starts to open the door, then turns back. “If you want to talk, I’m here, okay?”

				“I know,” I reply, some of my irritation slipping away. “Hope you have a good day.”

				“You, too,” he says, before heading through the door.

				There have been many times I’ve missed having my mom to talk with since she died—when Audrey was a newborn and I couldn’t figure out how to get her to latch on, after what happened with Emma on New Year’s, when I sold my first house, when I caught seven-year-old Audrey stealing a pack of gum from the variety store and marched her back to confess and apologize. But it’s been a long time since I felt the pain of her loss, like someone is burning me from the inside out, and with a sob I wrap my arms around my body and imagine they’re her arms instead.
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				After a jittery, somewhat white-knuckled drive to the clinic—this is the first time I’ve been behind the wheel since the blurry drive to and from the hospital yesterday after Jack’s accident—I make a quick stop at the pharmacy for antibiotics, then go home. My plan is to spend the rest of the day before school pickup alternating between our bed and the living room couch. But by the time I get home my phone has exploded with messages and texts, and sleep seems out of the question.

				Julie has sent three check-in texts and Ryan one, asking if I made it the clinic and if I mind if he plays squash after work with his colleague Jamie. My in-box has twenty-five unread messages, a dozen of which are from Tom—even though he knows I’m taking a sick day—about everything from how much wine to get for the open house to whether lilies are “too predictable.” Emma and the PTO need volunteers for the town hall meeting at Merritt High Sunday night, to kick off the school’s anti-texting-while-driving campaign. My dad sent flight details for his upcoming visit for Thanksgiving, along with a link to Elizabeth Gilbert’s TED talk, which he feels should be mandatory watching for Audrey.

				And though I’m busy and distracted most of the day—finally sending out the open house invitation and responding to Tom’s unrelenting questions—thoughts of Jack and the accident squeeze their way into the quiet moments in-between. I’m desperate to know what’s happening but am not sure how to find out. I don’t want to bother Andrew and Alysse, plus Ryan would likely update me if he had any new information. I suppose I could text Audrey, but based on how we left things this morning, I suspect she’ll ignore me.

				I try to focus on work but end up obsessing over the “what ifs” while making a cup of tea, only realizing once I take a sip I never actually boiled the water. What if Jack hadn’t stopped to tie his shoelace? What if I’d been paying closer attention, had seen Sarah’s car? What if Sarah Dunn hadn’t chosen that moment to respond to her ex-husband’s text and had kept her eyes on the road?

				By the time it’s school pickup time, I’m still feeling ragged and worn out, but at least it’s a beautiful day, warm enough for only a sweater and jeans. With only one main road leading to and from Merritt High, it’s impossible not to drive right past the accident site, where signs have recently been erected, including a hand-painted one that reads, Honk if you love Jesus, text while driving if you want to meet Him. I try to keep my eyes on the road ahead, but they drift to the large pile of colorful flowers in plastic wrap situated on the edge of the curb, right near where Jack lay bleeding in the street yesterday afternoon. I’m weak when I approach the accident spot and press the gas a little more firmly to get by it all more quickly.

				A minute later I drive past the semicircle driveway in front of the school and into Merritt High’s parking lot. I’ve decided Audrey and I will take a walk on the nearby trail and have a chat. The school sent an email about the crisis team they set up to talk with the students, but I know how easy it is to tell experts what they want to hear. No, Audrey needs to convince me she’s coping before I leave it alone, like Ryan suggests I should.

				I’m standing by the front doors, only a few cars in the pickup line because it’s still early, holding a tray with two lattes—after much nagging, I’ve recently agreed that Audrey can drink coffee, as long as it comes with loads of milk—when I hear my name.

				“Meg?”

				I turn and see Andrew, in his car at the front of the pickup line. The window is down, and he’s leaning across the passenger seat.

				“Hi,” I say, walking over to the car and bending down. “How are you?”

				It’s a question asked out of habit, but I resist the urge to cringe because the answer is obvious. Dark shadows cup his eyes, the darkness highlighted because of how pale he looks. His hair is disheveled, some pieces sticking up, others laying flat against his head. He’s obviously been up all night.

				“We’re hanging in there.” He dips his chin, and I can see him fighting to maintain an expression that backs up his words. “Want to get in? They won’t be out for another ten minutes or so.”

				“Sure,” I say, even though I don’t want to. Because when I look at Andrew I see Jack, and all I can think about is my careless wave, about how Jack’s body looked flying off of Sarah Dunn’s car. Swallowing hard and forcing the image from my mind, I nudge the passenger side door with my hip and hand Andrew the tray of lattes as I get in. “Do you want one?” I ask, pointing to the tray, hoping my voice sounds steady, because inside I’m a wobbly mess. “It’s for Audrey, but honestly, I’m still not fully onboard with her drinking coffee.”

				“No, thanks,” he says. “It was a pretty rough night, and I don’t think my body can take any more caffeine, to be honest.”

				I nod, rest the tray on my lap, unsure what to say next as we sit quietly side by side. “So Sam’s at school today?”

				“Yeah. No fever and he seems better, physically at least, so it was hard to say no when he wanted to be at school with his friends.” Now I better understand Audrey’s insistence this morning—Sam was here. “I wanted to keep him home, not just because he’s been sick...obviously.” He tries, but this time he can’t control his face, which is cracking with his new reality. I put my hand on his arm and give it a squeeze, turning slightly away from him, so I don’t start crying. “It’s hard to believe, but life just carries on, you know?”

				“I know,” I say. I’m about to ask how Jack’s doing even though I’m afraid of the answer, when a tickle in my throat makes me cough. Which turns in to a full-blown coughing fit I try desperately to quell with my hot latte, unsuccessfully.

				Andrew pulls a wrapped throat lozenge out of his coat pocket. “Sam says they taste like poison.” He smiles, though I notice it doesn’t reach his eyes. Still coughing I take the lozenge from his hand before quickly unwrapping it and popping it in my mouth. The eucalyptus is strong and wafts out with my breath, cool air rushing into the back of my throat.

				“Thanks,” I say, the tickle subsiding. I clear my throat, steel myself to ask the question I know must be asked. “How’s Jack doing?”

				His mouth drops into a frown. “Surgery went as well as expected, but he’s still critical. And he might need more surgery for his leg.” He doesn’t say anything about the paralysis, and I don’t ask. But my stomach aches, thinking about how Jack is never going to be the same now—he’s lost a part of his identity, and I can’t imagine what that does to a young person at the prime of his physicality. Meg, look what you’ve done...

				“We’re heading back to the hospital as soon as I get Sam,” he adds. “I need to give Aly a break, too. She hasn’t left his room, and she’s...” His frown deepens, and I imagine what it must be like to be Alysse. To be Jack’s mother. “She just needs a break. If she’ll take it.”

				Alysse Beckett is one of those woman you want to hate—successful, beautiful, somehow finds time for triathlons and charity benefits—but can’t, because she has this intoxicating way of making you feel important when you’re talking with her. We recently had a lovely chat about Sam and Audrey at a mutual friend’s barbecue, and shared a joke about how we might get to co-plan a future wedding. But even with her flawless exterior, I know there must be cracks under the surface. No one can be that perfect all the time.

				“I’m sure you all need a break,” I say softly. Guilt twists in my gut. I have an overwhelming need to help them, to do something. Anything. “How can I help? Maybe bring you some meals, so you don’t have to worry about that?”

				Andrew stares straight ahead, and for a moment I’m not sure my words have reached him. “That would be great,” he finally says, when he comes back to himself. “I have a feeling we’re going to be spending too much time in the hospital’s cafeteria.”

				“Consider it done.” I’m pleased he’s accepted the offer. Usually people retreat in these situations—I saw it happen with my dad, when he kept saying he was fine, didn’t need help from anyone but thank you for the thought.

				“We’re going to be at the hospital 24/7, at least for now, but I want life to stay as sane and normal for Sam as possible.” He looks to the school entrance, still empty, and I notice a slight shake to his voice. “I’m trying to hold it together for him, you know?” I nod as tears come to my eyes. “This is a lot for us to handle, but Sam. Well, I’m worried about him.”

				I’m about to ask more about Sam, say a kind word about how hard this must be for him and Alysse, juggling the needs of their sick son with those of their healthy one, when my phone rings. I jump, look at the screen, see it’s Tom.

				“Do you need to get that?” Andrew asks as I frown at the phone, wondering which of the issues in the dozen emails I sent back to Tom he’s calling about.

				“No. It’s fine.” I let it go to voice mail, and a moment later Tom calls again. Irritated now, I hit Ignore and turn my ringer off. “Work stuff.” Just then the school bell goes off—it’s loud and disruptive, and soon we’re surrounded by busyness. Students start coming through the doors, and I scan the cliques for Sam and Audrey, but there’s no sign of them yet. Andrew looks out the window, up at the dark clouds that have suddenly gathered overhead. “Think it’s going to rain?”

				I look up, as well. “I’m not sure,” I reply, in part relieved that our conversation has shifted to such a benign topic as the weather. “I can check my weather app if you want?”

				He waves a hand. “It’s fine, doesn’t matter.” He sighs deeply, scratching the stubble blanketing his chin. “I’m going to be at the hospital anyway.” I nod, knowing it’s time to go our separate ways but not wanting to be the one to initiate it in case he wants to talk more. Even about the weather.

				The silence stretches out, and I need to fill it. “Andrew, Sam is welcome at our place anytime. For dinner, or whatever. Anytime.” He smiles and says thanks. “I can text you, so I know the best time to drop the food off. Any dietary restrictions?”

				“None. Unless you count a lifelong hatred of eggplant?”

				I laugh, and he gives me his cell number, which I tap into my phone.

				“No eggplant. Got it,” I say.

				Andrew suddenly leans toward me and gives me an awkward side hug. “I appreciate all of this.”

				“Well, I needed to do something,” I say, before I can stop myself.

				He watches me, the corners of his mouth downturned, a look of confusion on his face.

				My palms go slick. The car is suddenly too small, the air too thin, but the compulsion to tell Andrew the truth is overwhelming. “I am so sorry I waved Jack across the road. There was no crosswalk. No stop sign.” I look down, swallow around the lump in my throat that has nothing to do with the strep. “I can’t help but feel responsible. And I know Sarah Dunn wasn’t paying attention, but I should have been smarter. There was no excuse... I don’t know why I didn’t see the car. Audrey was showing me a picture on her phone.” I shake my head, now feeling badly for even mentioning Audrey as though she had any part in this wrongdoing. “I put him in harm’s way, Andrew. And I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”

				Andrew stares at me for a long moment, and I wait. Brace myself for what comes next, for whatever reaction he’ll have to my words.

				“Meg, listen,” he says. “It was an accident. A horrible—” Andrew stops and his breath catches, and I clasp my trembling hands tightly on my lap. “It was an accident. You couldn’t have known she wasn’t going to stop. Or that she was...” His voice hardens, the line of his mouth tight. “Texting.” His jaw clenches a few times, and then he takes a deep breath and looks at me. “This is not your fault. Okay?”

				“Okay,” I whisper. I appreciate his thoughtfulness, especially with what he’s dealing with, but my conscience reminds me I am not blameless. Feeling fragile and out of sorts, I know if I look at Andrew right now I might lose it. So instead I gaze out my open window, watch the students milling about. “I wonder what’s keeping them,” I say. Andrew doesn’t respond, and when I glance at him, I see he’s staring straight ahead, hands tight to the steering wheel.

				Then with a sigh he drops his hands and turns to me. “I didn’t get a chance to say this yesterday, but thank you for staying with Jack, for helping him, before the ambulance got there... Hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

				Embarrassed, I wipe at the tears and let out a ragged breath. “I’m sorry! I’m not usually this emotional,” I say. “You shouldn’t be the one comforting me.” That’s an understatement. It’s not even been twenty-four hours since his son lay bleeding in the street not far from here. A shudder moves through me, which I hope he doesn’t see.

				“Trust me, it’s nice to feel useful,” he says, sighing deeply.

				“I know what you mean.” I think of how after my mom died I was grateful to focus on the needs of others, so I could temporarily ignore my own pain.

				“There’s Sam,” Andrew says. He’s standing by the front doors chatting with a few of his friends, a couple I recognize from yesterday afternoon—from the group waiting for Jack to cross the street. I look for Audrey but don’t see her. I wonder why she isn’t with Sam.

				“I should let you go.” I open the car door, pause just before getting out. “I’ll be in touch about the food, okay?”

				Andrew smiles at me and nods. “Take care of yourself, Meg.”

				“You, too. Please, tell Alysse we’re thinking of her. Of all of you,” I reply. I’m just stepping on to the sidewalk when Sam jogs up to the car. My heart lurches as I watch him, knowing Jack will never jog up to his dad’s car like that again.

				“Hi, Mrs. Pepper,” Sam says, and I give him a warm smile. Much like his dad, he looks worn out, pale and unhappy.

				“Hi, Sam. Have you seen Audrey?” I glance back at the groups of kids but still don’t see her.

				“She left early,” he says, getting into the seat I just vacated while I hold the door open. He clicks his seat belt in place while Andrew starts the car. “She had a headache.”

				“Oh, okay. Thanks,” I say, my smile gone. I step back from the door. “We’ll see you soon.”

				Andrew waves, and a moment later they’re driving out of the school parking line, and I’m still standing by the doors, wondering why Audrey didn’t let me know she wasn’t feeling well. I walk back to my car and, once inside, take a sip of my latte. The cold, milky coffee mingles with the eucalyptus cough drop unpleasantly, but I take another sip anyway, distracted by Audrey leaving school early without telling me. And wondering where she went, because it sure as hell wasn’t home.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				10

				I know Audrey’s lying the second she opens her mouth to explain why she wasn’t at school, but as she breathes out her excuse—she had a headache, didn’t want to worry me, so went home with Kendall, who had a free last period, and rested there—I know something else: she’s been drinking.

				“Go to your room,” I say, simmering with anger and shock. I can’t believe she and Sam would skip school to drink, and wonder where they got the alcohol; we keep our bottles under lock and key. It seems extreme—even Ryan has questioned the necessity, especially because Audrey has always been so levelheaded—but it’s nonnegotiable for me. The night of Paige’s accident was the night I stopped drinking, except for one glass of champagne on my wedding night and a few sips here and there to bypass the “are you expecting?” questions at social gatherings or to blend in with a festive crowd. I don’t want Audrey to make the same mistakes I did, or at least I want to make it as hard as possible for her to get her hands on alcohol.

				I need to call Julie about all this but must first deal with my child, standing in front of me trying to look innocent. “What?” she asks. “Why?”

				“Because I need a minute alone before we talk or things are going to go even worse for you.”

				“What the hell, Mom?” She stands up from her chair and does her best to appear confused, as though she has no idea why her mother has suddenly lost the plot, but I can see she knows that I know. She shifts from foot to foot, won’t meet my gaze, looks nervous.

				“Go. Now.”

				She spins around and stomps up the stairs, and I hear her bedroom door slam. I take a deep breath and sit at the kitchen table, trying to figure out what I need to do and say, and wishing Ryan were here so we could deal with this together. Then something I haven’t thought about in a long time pops into my mind: WWMD (What Would Mom Do)?

				I started this little game with myself at her funeral, after the florist screwed up the order and delivered giant bouquets of tangerine tulips rather than the subtle white lilies I’d ordered. As I stood at the funeral home that morning, mouth open and staring at the bright tulips—which shouted Happy Birthday! or Congratulations on your new job! or something similarly celebratory—I felt paralyzed by what to do. The horrified delivery guy—barely out of his teens, with acne and an inability to know how to handle a grieving woman who was expecting appropriately mournful lilies—stood waiting for my direction, while the funeral home director apologized profusely for the mix-up. I knew it was too late to send them back, to have the bright orange flowers replaced with something more melancholy, but the thought of the too-happy tulips gracing Mom’s somber affair made me feel ill.

				It was Dad who, after coming to find me to see how I was doing, looked at the flowers and then my face and said, “Well, what do you think your mother would do?”

				What Would Mom Do?

				I knew as soon as he asked that she would have loved the tulips, would prefer to be surrounded, even in death, by flowers that evoked a sense of joy. And so I signed for the flowers, much to the delivery kid’s relief, and took one of the bouquets home after the funeral for my bedside table. The flowers lived well over a week and made me smile every time I looked at them. Through the years, when faced with a decision I wasn’t sure how to make, I would ask myself WWMD and invariably find the answer I needed. Though, each time I wished I could just pick up the phone and ask her directly, the pain of losing her back all over again.

				I remember the first time I got caught drinking, only fourteen years old and so miserably intoxicated I came home and promptly threw up all over the kitchen floor. Even though it was past midnight, my mom was still up—she always waited up for me—and after she helped me wipe my face and set me up with a glass of water with an Alka-Seltzer tablet fizzing in it, she handed me a bucket of soapy water and a roll of paper towels and went to bed. They didn’t ground me, said they felt I learned a valuable lesson, though it wouldn’t be the last time I would face alcohol mixed with poor choices, to much more serious consequences. I suspect if I could talk to Mom now she’d remind me of slippery slopes, of how maybe if she’d gone tougher on me things may not have happened the way they did with Paige.

				Sighing, I grab my phone and call Julie, only then noticing Tom has called another two times. I promise myself I’ll call him back after I talk with Julie.

				“Hey, lady,” she says, and I can tell she’s in the car. The sounds of street traffic fill my ear. “How are you feeling?”

				“Nothing a good dose of antibiotics won’t kill off. So, listen. Audrey just got home, and I don’t know what the hell happened, but she’s been drinking.”

				“What? Oh, man. And so it begins.” Julie chuckles a little, and I try not to feel irritated by how lightly she’s taking it, considering Kendall was also part of this. She knows how I feel about alcohol—has gotten used to leaving the booze out of my glass when mixing drinks at parties—but I think she believes, like Ryan does, I’ve put what happened with Paige behind me. That the nearly thirty years since have dulled the experience enough so it doesn’t sit so close to the surface anymore. And until Jack’s accident proved otherwise, I might have agreed.

				“How’s Kendall?” I ask.

				“Good. She’s at the studio. I’m just going to pick her up.”

				“You are?” I frown. “I thought she was at home.”

				“Uh, nope. She has a free period at the end of her day, so we had a late lunch, and then I took her to the dance.”

				I close my eyes, rub my temple at the pounding headache that has suddenly arrived. “That’s good to know,” I say.

				“Is everything okay?” Julie asks. “You sound weird.”

				“No, everything is not okay but nothing you need to worry about.” I sigh. “Listen, I’ll call you later. I need to go deal with Audrey.”

				“Good luck. It only gets harder from here on out, trust me.” Julie has four girls, two of whom are into the latter part of their teenage years, so she’s already dealt with the trials and tribulations of broken hearts, underage drinking and safe-sex talks.

				“Thanks for that,” I say. “Okay, bye. Talk soon.”

				Next I tap out a message to Ryan, telling him to call me as soon as he’s done with his squash game and then, with a deep breath, make my way upstairs to Audrey’s room.

				Her door is closed, and I can hear mumbling coming from inside her room. Without knocking—something I normally would do—I open the door and walk right in.

				“Mom!” she says, bolting from her bed, her phone pressed to her ear. “Privacy, please?”

				“Time to hang up,” I say, in as calm a voice as I can muster.

				She presses her lips together, glares at me, realizing I’m not going anywhere when I sit in her desk chair and cross my arms. “I’ll call you back,” she says, hanging up.

				“Actually, no, you won’t,” I say. “You’re grounded.”

				She throws her phone on her bed and sits down heavily. “Why are you being like this?” she says, near tears. Her eyes are bloodshot, and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s already been crying or because of the alcohol.

				“I know you weren’t with Kendall, Aud. I talked to Julie.”

				She breathes deeply through her nose, looks down at her cuticles and starts picking at them.

				“Hey, I am not leaving this room until you tell me where you were and what you were doing.”

				She mumbles something, and I ask her to speak up.

				“I was at the park,” she practical shouts.

				The park? “Doing what?”

				She starts crying now. “I just needed to get out of school. Everyone was talking about Jack, and the accident, and asking me what I saw because they knew we were right there.” She wipes her eyes but won’t look at me. “Like, they wanted all the gross details. And I didn’t want to talk about it anymore.”

				“Oh, Aud.” My heart hammers in my chest, and I go sit beside her on the bed. She moves a little, so we’re not touching, and I shift again, so we are. Her body trembles, and though I want to put my arm around her, I know it’s not the right time. We still need to talk about the drinking. “Where did you get the alcohol?” She goes to protest, but I shake my head and she stops. “I know you’ve been drinking. I can smell it on your breath.”

				“I’m sorry,” she says, tears snaking down her cheeks. Her nose has also started to run.

				“Since when do you skip school and drink alcohol, Audrey? You’re underage, not to mention far too smart for this.” I watch her, waiting for her to tell me it was a stupid mistake she’ll never make again. She says nothing, and a coil of fear moves through me. “Audrey, how many times have you done this?”

				“None!” she says, her voice high-pitched but thready. “It was the first time, Mom. I swear.”

				I pause, wonder if she’s telling the truth, then decide that’s not important right now. “I need to know where you got it, Audrey.”

				Her voice drops low. “I don’t want to tell you.”

				“Sorry, sweetheart, but that’s not an option.” My tone is firm, and I resist the urge to soften it when I see the look on her face.

				Now she pauses for a beat, before saying, “Sam.”

				“Sam? As in Sam Beckett? But I saw him at the end of the day. His dad picked him up.”

				She nods, sniffs and pulls her sweatshirt sleeve over her hand to wipe her face. “He skipped with me, and he had this, like, silver bottle thing that he said was his dad’s, and we went to the park and drank some. But I hardly had any. I swear, Mom. It was gross.”

				“So why did you leave school? Why didn’t you go back with Sam?”

				She shrugs. “I didn’t feel like it.” Her eyes are wide, bloodshot from her tears. “Are you going to tell Sam’s parents?” she whispers.

				“I don’t know what I’m going to do. But I’m not happy you’ve put me in this position.” I get up from her bed, hold out my hand. “Please, give me your phone.”

				She hands it to me. “Mom, don’t say anything. Please. I don’t want Sam to get in trouble. It was dumb, and I don’t know why we did it. But it won’t happen again, I promise.”

				“I’m going to talk with your dad, and we’ll let you know what this grounding entails. For now no calls, no texting, no phone.”

				“Okay,” she says.

				“And PS? This conversation isn’t over. Dad and I will come up once he’s home.”

				She nods and lies back against her pillows, curling into a tight ball. I shut the door behind me and lean heavily against the wall outside her room.

				I know I should tell Andrew what happened with Sam, but am dreading pulling him away from Jack. I wonder if we can just let it slide, ground Audrey and make it clear this better be a onetime thing. But then I remember what it’s like to be her age and want to do things for a boy you like, and how it can sometimes feel impossible to make good choices. I’ve never told Audrey about Paige, and now think maybe I should have. But the thought of being that vulnerable, of admitting that one mistake I can never fix, makes me light-headed—No, I need to be the tough one right now. I promise myself I’ll tell her about Paige, after we’ve dealt with this current crisis.

				I hear the garage door opening and know Ryan is home. Tucking Audrey’s phone into my jeans pocket—resisting the urge to read the messages on her screen—I head downstairs. I know my anxiety has more to do with the way I was at Audrey’s age and less to do with what happened today, but I also realize I’d be naive to believe this was her first taste of alcohol. It’s just the first time she got caught, and that truth fills me with dread.
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				I expect Ryan to be the calm one of the two of us—he usually is—but he’s angrier than I’ve seen him in a long time.

				“He gave our daughter booze. On a Tuesday afternoon. At school.”

				We’re in the living room, Ryan still sweaty from playing squash, me sitting on the couch watching him pace in front of me. “That’s what she said.”

				He stops pacing, looks at me. “Do you believe her?”

				I shrug. “Yes? I don’t know why she’d lie about that part of it. She definitely doesn’t want him to get in trouble.”

				“Well, too damn late for that.” He’s back to his furious pacing. “What did you tell her?”

				“That’s she’s grounded, but we’d let her know what that looks like. And I took her phone.”

				Ryan crosses his arms tight over his chest, lets out a long breath. “She’s grounded for a long time.”

				“I think she’s expecting that.”

				“And I’m going to call Andrew and Alysse.”

				I sigh, rub the back of my neck. “I don’t want to add anything else to what they’re going through right now. Maybe we can just deal with this ourselves? With Audrey?”

				“Meg,” Ryan says, an incredulous look on his face. “Their son brought alcohol to school. Gave it to our fifteen-year-old. Wouldn’t you want to know that was going on?”

				“Yes, I would, but I’m not sure this is the best time. I saw Andrew at school, and Jack is...” My words catch in my throat. “Well, Jack isn’t doing great.”

				He sits down heavily, scrubs a hand over his face. “I know. The timing is shitty. But I don’t feel comfortable letting it slide. Maybe tomorrow I can stop by the hospital and pull Andrew aside, just tell him what happened. But I’ll keep things...” He lets out a long breath. “I’ll keep things calm.”

				“I agree with you, but I think we need to focus on Audrey. Sam may have brought it to school, but Audrey chose to drink it.”

				“She wouldn’t have had anything to drink if he hadn’t given it to her,” he says.

				My phone rings, and I see it’s Tom—again. “I have to take this.”

				“Who is it?” Ryan asks. I turn my phone toward him, so he can see the screen. “Can’t you just call him back? I think what we have going on here is more pressing than a house fluffing.”

				I ignore this, though I want to remind him I do more than “fluffing” homes for sale. “This is the sixth time he’s called in the last couple of hours. Something has to be going on.”

				“That guy has the worst timing,” Ryan mutters, swearing under his breath as I pick up.

				“Tom? What’s up?” I glance at Ryan, who has pulled out his phone and is scrolling through emails. “What? No. I think that’s fine...didn’t you get my email?” I close my eyes, while Tom goes on about the appetizer choices for the open house—something that is decidedly not urgent. “I think that’s the right choice,” I add, not wanting to say, “hors d’oeuvres” out loud, because I know it will fuel Ryan’s simmering frustration. “Listen, it’s not a great time. Can I call you back? Okay. Talk soon.”

				I hang up and lean back against the pillows, rest my forearm over my eyes. “So where were we?”

				“Me talking with Andrew about Sam and the booze.”

				“Listen, I told Andrew I’d make them some meals, and I was going to drop a few off tomorrow. Why don’t I just casually mention it then, and I won’t make a huge deal out of it, but at least they’ll know what happened?”

				Ryan purses his lips, considers this. “Okay, as long as you promise to bring it up. And tomorrow, Meg. We can’t just let this go.”

				I stamp down my frustration. “I said I would, so I will.” I get up from the couch, wishing I didn’t have to. I want more than anything to just lie down and close my eyes for an hour. “Are you ready to go up there? She’s waiting, and she’s upset.”

				Ryan starts counting off on his fingers. “So, grounded until her birthday. Phone privileges revoked. No late nights. Extra chores. Straight home from school unless she’s got something with the newspaper. Right?”

				I nod. “Right.”

				We head upstairs, Ryan in front of me. He abruptly stops halfway up and turns around. “I guess you were right,” he says.

				“About what?”

				“That we should have kept her home today.” Now he doesn’t look angry, just worried.

				I nudge him to start walking back up the stairs. “I wish I wasn’t right about this.”

				He grabs my hand. “We’ll get it sorted. She’s going to be okay.”

				“I know,” I say, hoping it’s the truth.

				* * *

				Later on, after we’ve talked with Audrey—who took the terms of her grounding (a month without her phone and no social dates for the same amount of time) and Ryan’s disappointment in stride—Ryan keeps me company in the kitchen while I batch cook for the Becketts. I should probably be in bed, am still feeling lousy, but need to keep busy.

				“Give me a job,” Ryan says, taking a swig from his beer bottle. “What are we making?”

				“Chicken potpie and lasagna.” I push the cutting board toward him, long stalks of celery and carrot washed and ready to be cut. “These need to be chopped into little pieces.”

				I go back to my own chopping—onion, in the sink under water, like my mom taught me to prevent tearing up—and for a moment the kitchen is quiet except for the sounds of Ryan’s knife blade rhythmically slicing into the vegetables on the wooden cutting board.

				“What should we do about tomorrow?”

				“What do you mean?” Ryan asks, eyes on the task at hand. He’s meticulous about the size and shape of the celery and carrot, each piece nearly perfectly like the last.

				“School. Should we keep her home?”

				He stops chopping and glances up at me. “No,” he says, pausing to take another sip of beer. He goes back to cutting the celery. “But let’s speak with her in the morning about what she needs. Maybe she’ll talk to us about it, or maybe she prefers one of the counselors or a teacher. Either way I don’t think letting her opt out of dealing with things is the way to go.”

				I frown, draining the water from the sink so the little chunks of onion settle on to the plastic cutting board. “I’m worried about her, Ryan. It’s just so unlike her.” I try to reconcile the Audrey we spoke to tonight—a teenager who skips class to drink with her equally underage boyfriend at the park, and lies to her parents—with who I’ve always known she is, a young woman who takes her grades seriously, has a strong moral compass and respects consequences enough to not seek out trouble. While I want to blame Jack’s accident for this sudden shift, I know it can’t be that obvious—people don’t change overnight.

				“Well, at least we know. And she genuinely seems to regret it.” Chop. Chop. Chop. “She’s a good kid, Meg. This is just a speed bump.” He lowers his voice, raises an eyebrow. “And truthfully, probably not the last time we catch her drinking underage. We were teenagers once, too, remember?”

				“I remember.” I keep my tone light, but my stomach clenches as I remember what I was doing at her age. Forcing myself back to the present, I take a deep breath and gather the onion into a pile. I’m about to load the chopped pieces into the waiting frying pan when Audrey’s phone starts buzzing, repeatedly. Drying my hands on a dish towel, I glance at the screen, and a wave of panic fills me. “Ryan.”

				“Hmm?” He’s still chopping, eyes down.

				I pick up Audrey’s phone with shaking hands and hold it in front of his face.

				On it multiple texts from Sam illuminate the screen, each becoming progressively more urgent.

				Jack’s in trouble

				My parents are freaking

				IDK what’s up but it’s BAD

				“Shit,” Ryan says, putting down the knife and wiping his hands on his jeans. “Let me call the hospital.”

				“Should I take this to her?” I stare at the screen, reading Sam’s texts, feeling weak and shaky.

				He nods, his face grim, and puts his own phone to his ear. “Hey, Debbie, it’s Ryan Pepper from MMH. Good. Good...” His voice fades as he heads to the living room.

				RUOK? Where are you???

				For one more moment I stand still, unable to spring into action, but then I run up the stairs to Audrey’s room, already feeling the buzz of another incoming text.
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				It’s Sunday night, and we’re in Merritt High’s gymnasium for the town hall meeting Emma and the PTO have called. Audrey and Kendall sit on one side of me, and Julie and her husband, Erik, on the other. Ryan’s beside Erik, having a quiet conversation about the Bruins’ new defenseman, and whether he’s worth the some five million a year they’ve paid for him. Julie reaches over and gently squeezes my arm, and it’s then I realize how tense I am.

				“You okay?” she mouths, and I nod. But I’m not.

				It’s been six days since I waved Jack across the road, only to watch in horror as Sarah Dunn’s car slammed into him. Five days since we caught Audrey drinking, which was also the same night Jack almost died again—from a blood clot in his lungs after surgery. It’s been three days since surgeons made the decision to amputate Jack’s leg, which had become infected and dangerous. Two days since doctors confirmed, without question, that Jack would be paralyzed from the waist down. I also haven’t slept well since the accident, the recurring nightmare with Paige waking me every night. Plus, I’m worried about Audrey—even though she says she talked with a counselor at school, she seems withdrawn, quieter than usual. Ryan thinks she’s just working things out and is happy she’s at least talking with someone. But I wish that someone was me, so I could know for sure.

				“Thank you for coming tonight, and to the PTO for getting things set up. And a special thanks to all those who brought refreshments and snacks.” Emma leans her face closer to the microphone and a shrill squeal of feedback makes us all cover our ears and cringe. “Sorry,” she says, tapping the microphone to more feedback. She leans away from the stand. “Dan, can you check the levels?” The school’s drama teacher fiddles with some knobs and gives her a thumbs-up.

				“I think we’re okay now,” Emma says, smiling for the briefest of moments before settling her face back into a serious look. “As you know, one of our own, sophomore Jack Beckett, was seriously injured when he was hit by a car Monday afternoon, only a couple of blocks from school.” She says nothing of Sarah Dunn, though we’re all thinking how it was Jack’s own history teacher—her eyes glued to her phone, quickly typing back an angry text to her ex-husband while she drove—who caused this accident, forever changing Jack Beckett’s life.

				Though I’m probably alone in thinking it wasn’t only Sarah Dunn and her ill-timed text that caused this. I had a hand in it too, literally. And despite Andrew assuring me it was an accident, so not my fault, the guilt has been building inside me like a tidal wave...growing more with each piece of bad news about Jack’s condition. In some ways it’s like I’m coming out of the fog of shock, my mind spinning with the realities and repercussions of the accident. And if things feel this oppressive for me, I can’t even imagine what Jack’s family is feeling, or even Sarah Dunn, for that matter...

				“We’re here to talk as a group of parents who care deeply about the safety of our children,” Emma says, glancing down at the note cards in her hands. “We’re also launching Merritt High’s anti-texting-and-driving campaign tonight, which will be the focus for our annual Carnival night happening next month. Stay tuned for more on that, including how you can get involved. Gemma Johnson, the PTO’s vice-president, will be in touch soon, so check your in-boxes.” She pauses, looking out at the lot of us, sitting in the stands in front of her. “Before I open this up to the group so we can share our thoughts and brainstorm ideas, Andrew Beckett is going to say a few words. Andrew?”

				My head snaps up from studying the lint on my black jeans to see Andrew stand up from the front row bleacher, just down from where we’re sitting, and walk to the microphone stand, Sam behind him. I turn to Audrey. “Did you know Sam was here tonight?” Though she hasn’t been able to text Sam, her phone still under house arrest, I’m sure they’ve been spending as much time together as possible while at school.

				She nods, looks sad as she watches Sam. “He didn’t want to come,” she whispers in my ear. “But his dad said it was important.”

				I look back at Andrew and Sam, who are now at the microphone stand. Emma puts her arm around Sam’s shoulders and gives him a squeeze, which makes the poor kid look even more uncomfortable. He shifts from foot to foot, shoves his hands in his jeans pockets and curls his shoulders forward like he’s trying to shrink and hide in his navy blue hoodie. For one brief moment he looks out into the crowd, and his eyes find Audrey’s. She smiles, and I see him relax ever so slightly, stand a little taller.

				“Thanks, Emma,” Andrew says into the microphone. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Sam and Jack’s dad.” He looks at Sam, and I can see his Adam’s apple bob a few times as he swallows. I hold my breath, worried he’s going to break down before he gets another word out. But he manages to go on. “Something terrible happened to our family this past week. We almost lost our other son, Jack...” Andrew hastily wipes the tears from his eyes, clears his throat.

				“My wife, Alysse, is at the hospital with him, and he’s hanging in there. He has a long road ahead of him, but he’s tough and strong, and we’re hopeful. But we—” Andrew suddenly pulls Sam to him, holds him tight to his side. “We wanted to say thank you to all of you. For the notes, and calls, and gifts, and meals, and prayers and everything else you’ve done to support our family. You’ve made the most horrible of weeks a bit more manageable. So from the bottom of our hearts, thank you.” His voice breaks then, and he swipes his hand under his nose, then steps to the side, so Emma can take control of the microphone again.

				I’m light-headed—likely because I’ve been holding my breath since Andrew got up to the microphone—and set my hands on the bleacher seat, digging my fingers into the wooden underside to try and keep my body from tilting sideways.

				“I’m not feeling great,” I whisper to Julie. Emma has now invited other parents to come up and share concerns and ideas, in true town hall fashion, and people start making their way toward the microphone.

				Julie looks at me, puts a hand on my thigh. “Take a breath, Meg,” she says quietly enough that no one else hears her.

				I do, then one more. Things are more in focus, and the tingling in my limbs has receded.

				“You need to get some rest,” she adds. I’d told her I’ve been having trouble sleeping, only getting a couple of hours here and there for the past few nights. She digs around in her purse, then slides a small bottle my way. “Here. I brought you these. Leftover from last year when I had that bout of insomnia.” I take the prescription bottle from her and glance at the label. Ambien.

				“They’re gentle. Don’t worry,” she whispers. I thank her, then quickly tuck them into my own purse.

				Erik leans around Julie. “Are either of you going up there?” he asks. Whereas Julie is dark and curly-haired, Erik’s fair—though now mostly bald—the result of his Scandinavian heritage. Three of the Larrington girls are the spitting image of Julie, but Kendall, their second youngest, is blond and blue-eyed like her dad.

				“I don’t think so,” I reply. Things seem a bit chaotic around the microphone despite Emma’s best efforts to get people lined up, and I’m too drained to join the fray. Parents are chatting with one another, and a low hum fills the gymnasium.

				“The counselors are meeting with kids in the art studio. Doing a safe driving, no texting thing,” Julie says, looking at Kendall and Audrey. “Do you girls want to go?”

				The two exchange a look that says, “Not really,” but then they look at the line of grown-ups ready to take their turns at the microphone and seem to change their minds. “I guess,” Kendall says. Audrey shrugs, and I try to catch her eye.

				Julie stands. “I’ll walk you girls over.”

				“We don’t need a chaperone, Mom.” Kendall rolls her eyes.

				“No, but I need to pee,” Julie says. “Two birds, one stone.” She rests a hand on my shoulder. “Want me to grab you a cold drink on my way back?”

				“It’s okay. I’ll get one. Erik, Ryan, you guys want something to drink?”

				“Thanks, Meg. Coke if they have it.” Erik stands, as well. “I think I’ll head down to the floor, catch up with a few people.”

				“I’ll go with you,” Ryan says. “Coke is good for me, too.” He gives me a quick kiss before stepping over the row of bleachers after Erik.

				While Julie and the girls head out of the gym and Erik and Ryan make their way to the microphone line, I decide to check email before getting the drinks—surely there’s something in my in-box to distract me, at least temporarily. Ducking through the exit and into the empty hallway, I say hello to a janitor sweeping under the rows of lockers lining the wall. This main area of the school was recently renovated, and the floors gleam with polish not yet scuffed off by dragging teenage feet. But despite the still-new feeling of the hallway, the smell is undeniably “high school”—hints of rubber-soled sneakers and cheap cologne and pencil shavings and lemon-antiseptic cleaner. I take a deep, nostalgic breath and pull out my phone to check my email.

				I’m happy to see a few more responses to the open house invitation, bringing the total to thirty confirmations. Tom will be pleased, I think. I’m scrolling through the attendance list, completely focused on my phone when I bump straight into Andrew. He’s rounding the corner and so has a lot of momentum when we collide, and I fly backward, my phone dropping from my hand to the floor.

				“Oh!” I say, scrambling to stay upright. He grabs my arm to steady me.

				“You okay?” Andrew asks as I straighten up and get my feet back under me.

				“I am so sorry. I’m always telling Audrey to keep her eyes up from her phone. Plenty of obstacles out there.” I laugh, trying to cover my awkwardness for slamming into Andrew, and then instantly regret it, realizing—too late—how insensitive my words are. Like Jack was just an obstacle in the road. If Sarah Dunn hadn’t been looking at her phone, Jack would be okay.

				Flustered, I bend to retrieve my phone and turn it over, finding a screen that looks like a glass spiderweb. I imagine the hundred little notifications, alarms and reminders that live inside and keep my life organized and on track, now inaccessible.

				“You have sent your last text on that phone.” Andrew cringes, glancing at the destroyed screen. He seems unaffected by my gaffe, to my relief.

				“How are you?” I ask him, ignoring my phone for the time being. “I was a bit surprised to see you here tonight.”

				Andrew’s face drops, and I start talking again, fast. “I’m sorry, that didn’t come out right,” I say. “I only meant I thought with everything you have going on, I didn’t expect you’d be able to be here.” I take a breath. “But I’m glad you are. I’m happy to see you.”

				“Thanks. I wasn’t sure it was the right decision when Emma mentioned it, but I’m glad we came,” he says. “It’s nice to be out of that damn hospital.” Running a hand through his short hair, he sighs. “It’s been one hell of a week.”

				After we learned about Jack’s blood clot, Ryan and I decided not to mention anything about Sam and the alcohol. And seeing how miserable Andrew looks right now, I’m glad for our change of heart. “I can only imagine,” I say.

				“Before I forget, thanks so much for the food. It will be great to not worry about meals.” Audrey and I dropped off a cooler full of dinners yesterday, enough to feed them for a week.

				“You’re welcome. It’s the least I could do.”

				Andrew looks at me curiously. “You didn’t have to do anything,” he says. I force a smile. What the hell, Meg? “It’s the least I could do?” Feeling guilty is your problem, not his. “Listen, Aly and I have been talking. About what’s going to happen when Jack is finally well enough to come home.” A pause stretches out between us, and I know we’re both wondering when that might be. “She wants to move. Into a bungalow, or something more accessible. For, uh, Jack’s wheelchair.” He looks pained, and it takes everything I have not to collapse at the idea of Audrey in a wheelchair. How the hell is he even standing here, talking to me about this?

				“Anything you need,” I say, fervently so he knows I mean it. “I’m happy to help you find something when you’re ready to start looking.”

				“Here’s the thing.” He pinches the bridge of his nose, squints his eyes like he has a nasty headache, which perhaps he does. “Aly wants to move now. Before Jack is home. So we can get things ready for him.”

				“Oh. Okay.” I mentally run through the checklist. Stage their current house. Get it on the market. Find a bungalow that can easily be modified with things like ramps and widened doorways. “Again, whatever you need. I can help.”

				He seems relieved. “Thanks, Meg. So, what’s the first step?”

				“Why don’t we start with a list of what this house needs for you, for Jack? And I’ll start looking to see what’s out there in terms of inventory. I don’t think we’ll have any trouble selling your place.” I go to click open my phone’s calendar and curse. Digging around in my purse I find an old Ziploc baggie, a granola bar wrapper crumpled inside, and drop my phone into it, squeezing the plastic zipper closed with my fingernails. Holding the baggie up, I wince. “I rely on this thing too much.”

				“Here,” Andrew says, ripping a lined, yellow piece of paper from a small notepad he pulls out from inside his coat pocket, along with a pen. “You can take the man out of journalism, but you can’t take the journalist out of a man,” he adds.

				“I know that’s true,” I say, thanking him for the paper and pen. “My brother’s a journalist, and he asks probing questions even at casual family dinners.” Andrew laughs and nods. 

				“I know the type. I’m the type.”

				I write myself a couple of notes and hand him back his pen. “I’ll email you and Alysse a list of what’s available, and we can go from there. Sound good?”

				“Sounds great,” he says. Just then a small group of other parents come out of the gym and, seeing us, stop to tell Andrew they’re praying for Jack. Andrew’s gracious, looking each of them in the eyes as he thanks them so much for the prayers, the concern, the offers of help.

				“I should probably go back in,” I say, pointing a thumb back toward the gym once the small group has moved on. “Is Sam with the counselors, too?”

				Andrew nods. “I’m going to check on him right now.” He smiles. “It’s hard to keep him from going wherever Audrey is these days. I’m glad he has her to lean on.”

				“Me, too,” I say, thinking again of the booze. And again, saying nothing. We hold each other’s gaze for a beat, and then I shift my purse on my shoulder, take a step back toward the gym. “I’ll be in touch. Please, know we’re thinking of Jack.” All the time, I want to add. Every moment of every day. “And please, give my best to Alysse.”

				“I will,” he says. He zips up his coat, smiles again. “Talk soon.” And then he’s off, down the hall toward the class where our kids are, hopefully soaking in the education about safe driving in this era of handheld devices. Back in the gym the line of parents to speak has shortened, though there are a bunch of small groups chatting quietly. Grabbing two Cokes and a bottle of water from the ice-filled plastic trays set up by the door, I sit down in an empty spot on the bleachers and listen to the woman currently at the microphone.

				“...I have a contract we can use with our kids, that both of you sign. An agreement that they’ll keep their phones in the glove box while driving. I’m happy to email it to whoever wants it...”

				But I’ve stopped listening, because Ryan and Erik are close to the front of the line, a few people back from the current speaker. Erik’s listening to the woman going on about the contract, and Ryan’s standing beside Emma—seemingly in conversation with her. A cold grip of anger settles into my chest while I watch them; their heads are bent toward one another as they talk. Ryan nods at whatever Emma says, has a thoughtful look on his face. I haven’t seen them this close together since that fateful New Year’s Eve, and like then I have the strongest urge to physically put distance between them.

				It’s as though Emma senses my furious stare for she looks up, sees me watching her, and then quickly looks away while at the same time moving back from Ryan, who appears oblivious to it all.
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				Emma, Julie and I met when our girls started first grade, the three of them taking to one another like bees to honey. Charlotte, Kendall and Audrey were soon inseparable—not just at school, but also on weekends, holidays and summer vacation. Which meant the three of us moms spent a lot of time together as well, and soon our husbands started referring to us as “the Three Amigos, Mom edition” when our families got together. It was one of those rare occurrences where both kids and grown-ups loved spending time together.

				We moms had standing coffee dates on Saturday mornings while the girls played. Along with Julie, Emma was my “person”: another mother who, despite our differences—she was religious, I was not; she was vegan, I was not; she cleaned Charlotte’s toys with bleach and water nightly, I used a baby wipe when I remembered; she always sent me flowers on special occasions, I always seemed to miss her birthday by a day or two—was someone I could count on.

				She had tried to apologize for what happened on New Year’s for weeks, sobbing through the messages she left me, claiming she had drunk too much champagne and her relationship with her husband, Steven, had gotten so bad they weren’t even sleeping in the same room. That Ryan had been kind to her at the party, handing her tissues after finding her crying alone in the kitchen shortly after midnight, and she had lost her mind. Yes, I was furious—roughly shoving her out of my house that night, coatless and shivering on my front porch, her mascara leaving black trails down her cheeks—but more than that, I was hurt. And though I would never admit this to anyone—Julie included and Ryan especially—there were times when I missed Emma. Or at least the pre kiss-fiasco Emma.

				After Jack’s accident I thought maybe—maybe—I could let the past go, and we could start over. Take those first tentative steps toward patching our relationship, bringing Emma back into the friendship fold. But when I saw her talking with Ryan at the town hall meeting my anger flared hot and fresh. Which made me realize I might never be ready to forgive her.

				We pick up takeout after the town hall meeting, and while Audrey changes I set out plates and cutlery, slamming doors a little too hard as I go. When I throw the spoons and forks onto the table—the clang echoing through the kitchen—Ryan puts down his phone, watching me.

				“Everything all right?” he asks.

				“Sure,” I reply. I’m convincing no one.

				“Meg, what’s going on?” I hear the frustration in his voice, and wish not for the first time that he could read my mind. After two decades of being together I feel like he should be able to—I’m not that complicated. But Ryan is not a mind reader, and I know I’m going to have to say something, before Audrey comes back downstairs. “What were you and Emma talking about?”

				He looks genuinely confused, the corners of his mouth pulling down. “When?”

				“Tonight. At the meeting. I saw the two of you looking awfully chatty, standing by the microphone with Erik.”

				He laughs, which sets me even more on edge. “I would hardly say we were chatty,” he says. Then he sees the expression on my face, does his best to look mollified. “It was a thirty-second conversation, Meg. And she was asking about you.”

				I frown. “About me? What about me?”

				Ryan opens the take-out containers, and the heady spices wafting out make my stomach growl. “She asked if you were doing okay.” He licks some butter chicken sauce from his thumb, pulls out a piece of naan bread. “That’s it.”

				Just then Audrey comes into the kitchen, cozy in a sweatshirt and pair of track pants, the waist rolled down a few times so it looks like she’s wearing a fuzzy belt around her hips. “I’m starving.”

				“Dig in,” Ryan says, handing her a plate.

				“Well, I can’t believe Emma suggested Andrew come to the meeting,” I say, taking the piece of naan Ryan hands me and dragging it through my saag paneer, the deep green spinach sauce coating the bread. “It’s obviously the last thing he needed to worry about.”

				Ryan keeps his eyes on the spoonful of butter chicken he’s balancing between container and plate. “Apparently he wanted to thank everyone for all the support.”

				“Did Emma tell you that?” I ask, my voice harsher than I intend.

				“Yes,” he says, his tone definitive and clearly telling me to drop it. So they didn’t just talk about me, apparently. He spears a piece of chicken with his fork and turns to Audrey. “How’s the channa masala, Aud?”

				She gives a thumbs-up, her mouth full of chickpeas and cumin-laced tomato and cream sauce.

				“I don’t know why she’s always inserting herself in other people’s business,” I mutter, knowing it’s a ridiculous comment, but I’m unable to keep myself from saying it. Stop trying to pick a fight, I tell myself. “It’s weird, wanting to be so involved.”

				“It’s not weird. It’s charitable,” Ryan says. He wipes his mouth with a napkin. “I think we’d all be better off if more people tried to help out.” He doesn’t add, “like Emma,” but I hear it anyway. He shoots me a glance that dares me to argue. Now who’s trying to pick a fight? But I know what he’s thinking: that all this stuff with Emma happened a long time ago, and he doesn’t understand my inability to move past it. I wish I could, I want to say. I don’t like being this jealous, petty person either.

				“Charlotte’s weird like that, too,” Audrey says, sipping her mango lassie. The thick, pale orange yogurt drink slowly works its way back down the clear straw and she smacks her lips.

				“Audrey,” Ryan and I say at the same time, in the same warning tone. “That’s not nice,” I add, wondering if Charlotte and Audrey would still be best friends today, like she is with Kendall, if Emma and I hadn’t had our falling out.

				“What, so you can trash people, but I can’t have opinions of my own?” Audrey says, and hoping to avoid an argument I’m too tired to participate fully in, I smile.

				“You’re right. I should be nicer, too.”

				Puffing up a little, realizing she won that point, Audrey continues. “She’s always saying stuff like, ‘What would J.C. do?’” she says, rolling her eyes.

				“J.C.?” I ask.

				“Jesus Christ, Mom,” she replies, her tone suggesting I shouldn’t have had to ask. “And she’s set up this prayer group for Jack. They pray for him, like, all together in a circle with their eyes closed, in the music room over lunch.” She scowls, and I wonder if we should have prepared her better for the fact that not everyone thinks church is only for funerals and weddings, the way we do. “She tried to get me and Sam to come on Friday. But we said no way. It’s totally weird.”

				“Well, I think it’s nice they’re praying for him,” Ryan says. Though I was raised in what I’d call a “religious positive” house, I stopped believing in a higher power when Paige died. And became outright hostile toward God after Mom’s cancer. “It certainly can’t hurt anything,” Ryan adds. Though the church has never been a part of our family’s tapestry, Ryan was raised by his late aunt Flora, a devout Catholic who dragged him to Sunday school so he could “make friends with other kids his age, and God.” Flora even sent Audrey a delicate gold cross necklace for her tenth birthday, and my sweet girl wore it for a week before realizing the cross hanging around her neck wasn’t a t for “ten.”

				“Sam says Jack, like, moans and cries a lot,” Audrey says, playing with her straw. The abrupt subject change throws me, and a piece of paneer cheese gets caught in my throat. I grab my glass of water and take a big sip to get it down. My stomach clenches, imagining what that’s like for his family to witness, none of them able to help. “He said he has some kind of ghost leg thing.”

				“Phantom limb sensation,” Ryan says.

				Audrey nods. “Yeah, that’s what he called it. He’s out of it, Sam said, but he keeps mumbling in his sleep about how itchy his foot is. Like, the one that isn’t there anymore, and he keeps trying to scratch it.”

				“Oh,” I whisper, my breath coming out between my teeth in a low hiss. “That’s awful.” I imagine Andrew and Alysse, sitting beside Jack’s bed, tortured and feeling useless every time their son sobs or tries to scratch the foot that isn’t there. The food sits heavy in my belly.

				“Yeah, it is,” Audrey says, frowning. “Sam hates going to see him.” She lowers her voice. “He said his dad cries a lot, too, and his mom is all, like, hyper and stuff.”

				“Hyper?” I ask, trying to ignore the comment about Andrew. The last couple of times I’ve seen him he’s been surprisingly upbeat and together, all things considered. I’m not sure why it didn’t occur to me that he probably falls apart when he’s alone or with his family. The guilt rises up in me again, and I struggle to keep it down, along with my dinner.

				“She keeps saying he’s going to walk again,” Audrey says. “Sam says she’s obsessed. Always on her computer looking up doctors and stories of other kids like Jack, making Sam and his dad watch all these YouTube videos about it.”

				“She’s not wrong to be hopeful,” Ryan says. “Jack can have a full life as a paraplegic. He can play sports, have a family.”

				I push my half-eaten plate of food to the middle of the table. I can’t put another thing in my stomach. “Will he actually be able to play golf?”

				“They have adaptive carts,” Ryan replies. “It won’t be easy, but this isn’t the end of things for Jack. It’s just going to be a different life.”

				Just as my shoulders start to relax, and my dinner settles back into my stomach, Audrey says, “Well, I don’t think that’s how Sam sees it. He told me when Jack understands exactly what’s happened he’ll for sure wish he died instead. Because that’s how he would feel.” Her eyes are wide and a bit scared, and I wish I could take this truth away from her.

				Ryan explains to Audrey, calmly and without reaction, that Sam is undoubtedly struggling with how quickly and drastically his brother’s life has changed, and that people in that situation will often say things they don’t mean. And I sit beside him, nodding numbly as I try to stay in the present, engaged with my daughter on this important life lesson, hoping I don’t cry.

				* * *

				That night Paige comes to me while I sleep. Though this time there is no rain, no headlights on a dark road. It’s just us in my mom’s station wagon, which she let me drive after I got my driver’s license, the radio on too loud and windows open to let the music out and the warm breeze in. The freedom was delicious—knowing I could turn the key, put the car in Drive, and it would just be Paige and me, doing whatever we wanted. Going to the mall for Orange Julius drinks and trying to find the perfect acid-wash jeans, or meeting up with friends at the beach, or driving far enough away that we could have a smoke on a picnic bench and not get caught by anyone we knew.

				We’re singing along to a Bon Jovi song on the radio, our skinny arms hanging out the window and making waves through the wind. Suddenly the windows start rolling up even though I’m not touching the handle on the door. I snatch my arm back, so it doesn’t get caught and look over at Paige, who has done the same and is looking perplexed as her handle turns and turns without her touching it.

				“Meg,” she whispers, looking afraid. “What’s happening?”

				I have no idea, and I want to tell her that, but the words are caught in my throat.

				“My head hurts,” she moans, leaning forward so her head falls into her arms crossed on the dashboard. I start to tell her not to worry, I’ll take her home. But then I see the blood...it’s everywhere. All over Paige and the seat, dripping down her tanned forearms on to the car mat below her.

				I can’t make the car stop, my foot still pressing the gas pedal with a force I don’t intend. Moments later, the car barreling down the road faster than ever, I see the tree—a large oak, the trunk so wide my arms would probably only stretch halfway around it. I try to lift my foot from the pedal while Paige continues to moan and bleed beside me, but it’s stuck to the gas like a magnet, and I know we’re going to hit the tree. I close my eyes and scream.

				I wake in the dark, breathless and heart racing, when Ryan shakes me. “Meg, wake up,” he whispers. “You’re having a bad dream.”

				I’m still struggling to catch my breath. “I don’t think dinner agreed with me,” I reply, trying to keep the tremor out of my voice. I grab my phone and see it’s four o’clock in the morning. “I’m going to go downstairs for a while. Might try some peppermint tea.”

				“Okay,” he says, rubbing my back a couple of times before I get out of bed. “Come get me if you need anything.”

				“I will,” I whisper, gently shutting our bedroom door behind me and tiptoeing down the stairs. I boil water and make a cup of tea. Then I sit at the kitchen table staring straight ahead until my untouched tea grows cold and the sun warms the dark sky, thinking about Paige and whether the deep slashes the car left in that old tree trunk are still there.
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				“Mom, you’ve got something stuck to your butt.” Audrey points to the seat of my pants, and I turn awkwardly to see a yellow Post-it note pasted there. Pulling it off, I do my best not to swear when I see it’s only half of a reminder...the other half, with the critical phone number, is on another sticky note somewhere in the depths of my purse—I hope.

				“You need to get a new phone,” she says.

				“You think?” I reply, sighing as I shove the note into my purse, where a half-dozen similar notes are stuck together in a disorganized stack. I’m amazed at how many reminders I had to write in the last twelve hours since dropping my phone last night at the town hall meeting.

				“Let’s go.” I nudge Audrey with my shoulder—my hands full with my purse and a welcome-home gift basket for one of my clients—to get her moving toward the garage. Ryan has already left for work.

				“Okay, okay.” Audrey’s perturbed by the nudge, a scowl sullying her features. She didn’t sleep well last night either, padding into the kitchen around five-thirty right as I was pouring myself a coffee, never having made it back to bed after the nightmare.

				It’s Monday, only one week since Jack’s accident, though it feels like one of the longest weeks of my life. I’m exhausted, behind on paperwork, hosting our cooking club tonight even though the fridge is nearly empty, and in the midst of it all I told Audrey last night we could pick Sam up on the way to school. Despite her grounding. But I figure it’s okay to break the “you can’t hang out with friends outside of school hours” rule as it’s only a ride, they’ll see each other in school anyway, and I tell myself I’m helping Alysse and Andrew out.

				We finally get into my car, Audrey closing her eyes and leaning her head back with her earbuds firmly in place—a sign she’s not interested in discussing anything—and I turn the key while I buckle my seat belt. A warning light glows on the console, bright orange and impossible to miss. Check Engine.

				“Damn,” I say, trying to remember the last time I had the car serviced. I need to make an appointment but can’t put the reminder in my phone, and my purse and sticky notes are in the back seat. I’ll call once I get to work, I think. It’s only going to be a half hour. Certainly I can remember one thing without a damn sticky note.

				Ten minutes later Audrey and I are standing on the Becketts’ front steps, just about to ring the bell, when Alysse opens the door.

				“Morning, Alysse,” I say. “We’re just here to pick Sam up for school?”

				“Hi, Mrs. Beckett,” Audrey says, somewhat shyly. She’s admitted to being both terrified and in awe of Alysse, not knowing another mom as successful. I tried not to take it personally when she said that, silencing my inner critic with the reminder that raising a good kid will provide all the accolades I need. “Success is measured in a lot of different ways, Aud,” I had said, launching into a soliloquy about the values of hard work and passion, no matter what your career, in or out of the house. But I lost her somewhere around “passion” and ended up admitting that yes, I also thought Alysse Beckett was pretty impressive.

				Alysse smiles at us, though it’s small and tight, and I take in her flawless appearance—dark jeans, a long black tunic sweater belted at the waist, shiny hair hanging long and straight and tucked behind ears that hold sizeable diamond studs. If the situation were reversed and Alysse had shown up at my door this morning, she would have found me in leggings I’d been wearing for three days, my hair held back by an elastic headband and nary a fleck of makeup. But I wonder if her immaculate dress isn’t just to prove she can hold things together, even if we all know how impossible that must be.

				I peek around her lithe form, still standing in the open doorway. I’m somewhat unnerved that she has yet to speak but know if she’s having a rough day, the last thing she needs is idle chitchat. “Is he ready?”

				She crosses her arms over her chest, the slightest frown on her glossed lips. “He’s already at school.”

				“Oh,” I say, turning to Audrey, who looks equally as perplexed. “We’d arranged to pick him up last night. But my phone is broken, and Audrey’s, well, it’s not working either, so I guess we wouldn’t have gotten a message about the change of plans.”

				“I didn’t send a message.” Then she pauses for a beat before adding, “Maybe Audrey can wait in the car for a minute?”

				I’m not sure what’s going on but am worried that whatever she has to say isn’t for Audrey’s ears. “Aud, I’ll be right there.”

				“Bye, Mrs. Beckett,” Audrey says, starting to make her way back down the front steps.

				“Bye, Audrey.” Alysse watches Audrey retreat from us. Once she’s getting into the car, Alysse turns her attention back to me.

				“Is everything okay?” I try to control my expression and voice because I’m anticipating terrible news about Jack, and I want to be strong for her.

				“Thank you for the meals,” she says, as though not hearing my question.

				“Oh. Well, we wanted to make sure there was one less thing you had to think about.” I’m about to ask again if anything’s wrong when she tilts her head as if something has just occurred to her. 

				“You were driving the other car, right?” she asks.

				I open my mouth to answer, but nothing comes out. Then I clear my throat and find my voice. “Yes. I was.”

				She nods a few times, considering me as she does. “They said Sarah Dunn didn’t even see Jack before she hit him.” Now I nod, pressing my lips together. Her tone is so controlled, as if she has no opinion whatsoever about Sarah Dunn or the accident, which obviously isn’t the case. A shiver runs up my back. “Tell me, Meg. Do you think that’s even possible?” There’s something in her expression I can’t sort out. Like her question isn’t a question at all. “That she didn’t even see him?” she continues.

				“They said...apparently she was, um, texting her ex-husband,” I stammer. “So, I guess if her eyes weren’t on the road, it’s possible she didn’t see him?”

				“Yes, I suppose it is.” Alysse’s face has darkened, a chill settling over her words, and I get the distinct impression she does not think it’s possible at all, even for a moment. “Though we can agree there would have been nothing to see—or not see—if Jack hadn’t been crossing the road at that exact spot. Right, Meg?”

				I don’t reply, the implication of what she’s not saying coming across loud and clear. She doesn’t just blame Sarah Dunn for hitting Jack—she blames me for putting him in her path. A twinge of something moves through me, like a tremor from a cold breeze, and I realize it’s shame. What kind of mother is so careless with another’s child? Alysse Beckett may have left the raising of her boys mostly to her husband, but she didn’t make this one dreadful mistake. She’s just having to live with it.

				“I’m not comfortable with you driving Sam around,” she says. “I hope you understand. We already have one son in the hospital.”

				Shocked, I instinctively take a step back from the door. Tears threaten, but I force them down. “I understand,” I say, my voice noticeably shaky.

				“Okay then,” she says, and starts to shut the door. Then her expression lightens, as though we haven’t just had this awkward exchange. “Andrew enjoyed the chicken potpie. I’ll be sure to tell him you dropped by this morning, Meg.” In her voice I detect the hint of something unpleasant, something darkly personal not meant for me.

				“Take care, Alysse,” I say as I turn to leave. I think I hear a “you, too” before the front door shuts, but I can’t be sure. As I hurry back to my car, I wonder if Andrew has simply been polite the last few times I’ve seen him—if he feels the same as Alysse, and what I could possibly do to try to make up for all the pain I’ve contributed to their family.

				* * *

				An hour and a half later, new phone in hand, I finally get to the office, where a mound of paperwork sits in the middle of my desk, a note on top reading, “Come see me the second you get in. T.” Tom generally operates with the same level of urgency—high—no matter what the situation, so I’m more annoyed than alarmed.

				With a sigh I take off my coat and hang it up, then decide I’d better go find out what Tom needs before settling into the paperwork and getting my voice mail set up. Heading down the hall to Tom’s office I think back to this morning, and what happened on the Becketts’ front porch. Once I got in the car, Audrey asked what Alysse and I talked about, her face contorting with worry when she quietly mentioned Sam and the flask, obviously concerned we ended up telling his parents after all. I said it was nothing like that—that Alysse wanted to have an adult conversation about Jack. Ever astute, Audrey asked if I was okay—I was clearly shaken when I got in the car, my fingers fumbling the seat belt, my keys—and I assured her I was, even though that was a lie.

				Tom’s in his chair, his back to me. His reading glasses are pushed up on his head, nestled in the short spikes of gray hair and he has his phone to his ear. I knock gently on the doorframe, and he swivels toward me, his face tightening the moment he sees who it is. A flutter of uneasiness moves through me, and I run through a list of possible scenarios as to why he’s looking at me like that. He waves me in, finishing up his call, and I sit primly in one of his office chairs, my hands resting on my crossed knee, my foot bouncing slightly.

				Hanging up, he leans forward on his desk and clasps his hands tightly. “Where have you been?” His words are deliberate, punctuated with exasperation.

				I mentally scroll through the sticky notes in my bag, wondering if I missed some meeting with him this morning. “I had to get a new phone. I sent you an email last night?” He inhales deeply through his nose, then lets it out. “Why? What’s the matter?”

				“The Delacortes called.”

				I close my eyes, suddenly remembering a note I forgot to write. “Oh, no.”

				“‘Oh, no’ is right,” Tom says, leaning back in his chair. “And they are not pleased.”

				I was supposed to meet the Delacortes this morning—first thing—at the house I showed Noah last week. My body is heavy with dread. “I can’t believe I forgot. I’ll call them right now.” I uncross my legs to get up, but Tom gestures for me to stay put.

				“They’ve asked for another agent, Meg. Veronica Gilbert is going to take over.”

				“What? No, Tom. Seriously, I can sort it out with them. I’ve already put so much work in.” I know I sound desperate, but having another agent take over clients at this stage, right when they’re about to commit, feels absurdly unfair. Even if it is my fault. “I’ll call Jillian.” I grab my phone from my pocket, start scrolling through my contacts. Can’t find Jillian Delacorte. “Damn this phone,” I mutter, my heart pounding with frustration. Just then a text message flashes on my screen.

				Do you have time to meet later today? About house hunting

				Andrew.

				“Look, Meg, it gets worse.” My head snaps up from my screen. 

				“Worse? How?” I ask.

				He sighs, smooths his tie repeatedly down his chest like he’s petting a cat. “Jillian Delacorte started having contractions on the front porch.”

				“Oh, god,” I say, my voice small.

				“Apparently the anxiety and stress of not having a house with her due date only a month away, well, that’s what caused the contractions, she said.”

				“Please, tell me she didn’t have the baby on the porch.”

				Tom laughs, which makes me feel the slightest bit better. “No, she didn’t.” He chuckles again, stops petting his tie. “But they did call an ambulance.” I cringe, cursing myself for screwing this up so badly.

				“Turns out they weren’t real contractions. Some sort of practice, for the real thing.”

				“Braxton Hicks,” I say.

				“Yes. That’s what Veronica said.” At nearly sixty, Tom has never been married and doesn’t have children, and he’s generally poorly informed on such things. “Also, they’re going to buy the house. Just so you know.”

				“Great,” I reply, without enthusiasm. “Listen. Tom. I’m sorry about all this.”

				“It’s handled.” He’s ready to move on. “Now, can you run through the open house list with me for Saturday?”

				“Sure.” I stand and slide my phone into my pocket. “Just let me grab the list.”

				Back in my office while I print the RSVP list for the agents’ open house, I stare at Andrew’s text message, unsure how to respond. I consider ignoring it, for now. I suspect Andrew will tell me they’re planning to go with another Realtor, which is probably the best after my conversation with Alysse this morning. But my guilt at not responding overrides my need for self-preservation, and I tap out a reply.

				Sure. How about coffee at Rise & Grind. Three-ish?

				Then, a few seconds later. Sounds good. See you then.

				Leaving my phone on my desk I take the open house list off my printer and head back to Tom’s office, determined not to screw up anything else today.
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				The Rise & Grind is a coffeehouse in downtown Merritt that hasn’t changed anything, including its decor and scone recipe, for twenty-five years. It’s small—only four tables inside—and has terrible hours for a place that serves coffee and has the word “rise” in its name. But it also has scones people line up to buy freshly baked on Saturday mornings, and so despite not being open until 10:00 a.m., it’s a popular spot with locals. With the lunch crowd gone already, take-out scones and croissant sandwiches long consumed, I easily find a table for two near the window and wait for Andrew.

				A few minutes later he comes through the door, the collar of his coat standing at attention as a guard against the cold snap we’ve been having since the weekend. His cheeks are chill-flushed, and he rubs his hands together before blowing into them.

				“Andrew,” I say.

				He turns and smiles, then walks the few steps to our table and leans on the back of the chair across from me. “I’m going to grab a coffee. Need anything else?” He gestures to my latte and scone, and I shake my head, half standing. “Let me get your coffee.”

				“I got it,” he says, hanging his coat on the back of the chair. Once he has his coffee—black—and a warm scone in front of him, the anxiety I’ve been feeling since seeing Alysse spills out.

				“Look, Andrew, I know why you asked to meet. And it’s fine. It’s no problem at all. I completely understand.”

				“Okay...understand what?” He looks puzzled, and suddenly I’m not sure I have things right.

				“The house,” I say. “You want a different Realtor? Right?”

				“No. Why would you think that?”

				“Well, I thought... I spoke with Alysse this morning.” I take a nervous sip of coffee, spill a little on my blouse. I dab at the spot with my napkin while trying to maintain eye contact. “Anyway, I’m happy to refer you to someone at the office.”

				“What did Alysse say?” Andrew asks, his tone sharp. Seeing my hesitation Andrew softens his tone. “Please, tell me, Meg.”

				I reluctantly recount our conversation, though I dilute it somewhat, making it clear I understand Alysse’s—Andrew’s—position on things.

				“I’m sorry,” he says, shaking his head in obvious frustration.

				“No! Please. Don’t be sorry,” I say. “I understand. I’m sure I’d feel the same if the situation were reversed.” My throat closes at the idea, and I swallow hard.

				“Look, Meg, Alysse is angry at so many things right now,” Andrew says, sighing deeply. “But I promise you she doesn’t blame you for what happened to Jack. Neither of us do.” I nod but say nothing because I’m fairly sure he’s not correct on that last part. “And I—we—need your expertise with this house thing. Jack is going to require...modifications to his living space. A home suited to his, uh, new reality.” Andrew’s face reddens and his jaw tightens, and I wonder again how he’s holding things together so well. Then I think about what Audrey said, how Sam mentioned Andrew crying a lot. I look down at my lap, so he won’t see my pained expression.

				“Okay,” I say. “If you’re sure it’s fine with both of you, I’m here to help.”

				Andrew nods, clears his throat. “Good.” Then he pulls a folded piece of paper out of the inside pocket of his coat. “I have that list, about what we’re looking for in this next place?”

				For the next half hour we go through the wish list—which is a terrible name for it, because rather than including things like a backyard gazebo or en suite bathrooms, it lists necessities like a one-floored home, possible to be retrofitted for wider doors, accessible bathrooms and ramps—and after I have my own list and we’ve discussed area and budget, we settle into easy conversation with refreshed coffees and a second scone for Andrew.

				I learn that he broke both wrists in college when he tried snowboarding for the first and last time. That he won awards for his writing before he gave up his career, and misses it desperately some days but has cherished his time at home with the boys. That his mom and dad are still married after fifty years, and how he’s sure no marriage will ever be as good as the one they have. That he and Aly were married at one of Boston’s most prestigious golf courses, which he found a bit pretentious.

				“Aly’s father was a golfer,” Andrew says by way of explanation, buttering his second pumpkin scone. “That’s how our boys ended up with their names. Jack for Jack Nicklaus and Sam for Sam Snead, but it seems only Jack inherited the golfing gene. When they were little, Aly would take them to the golf course, like her dad used to take her, and Jack would focus on his putting while Sam preferred to read a book in the cart.” Andrew smiles at the memory, and I smile, too.

				“I didn’t know that,” I reply. “Was he good? Alysse’s father?”

				Andrew nods. “He was pro for a few years, back in the sixties, but then he had this freak accident.” He takes a bite of the scone, dripping with melted butter. “These are delicious.” Some butter drips on to his chin, and I resist the urge to wipe at it with a napkin. It’s a leftover mom thing, but even Audrey would be mortified if I ever tried to wipe her face now. “We don’t eat gluten generally. Aly’s had us on this modified Paleo diet for years.”

				“I didn’t know you guys are gluten-free,” I say, feeling terrible for the lasagna, chicken potpie and frozen enchilada casserole. Maybe that was why Alysse specifically mentioned the chicken potpie in the way she did. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have gladly made something different.”

				Andrew shakes his head. “I should clarify. We like gluten. We desperately want to eat it. At least the boys and I do,” he says.

				“I’m sorry,” I say, frowning. Andrew smiles, knowing I’m apologizing not for bringing gluten back into their lives but for the fact they ever had to live without it. “I tried to go Paleo once for a month-long diet where you made pizza crust out of cauliflower. It was awful. Just awful.” I shake my head, remembering the cauliflower crust that was too soggy to hold the toppings. That had been day two of my Paleo month, and we’d ended up ordering a proper pizza, after which I donated the cookbook to the local library.

				We laugh, and I sip my latte. “Aly is dedicated, though. She tends to get a bit obsessive about things.” Andrew looks down at his plate, pressing a few buttery scone crumbs on to his thumb.

				I think back to what Audrey said about Alysse researching stories on paraplegic athletes, and take another sip of my coffee. I wonder if I should bring Jack up, what Ryan said about the modified golf cart, but decide not to as he seems relaxed, enjoying the simple pleasure of a gluten-filled baked good.

				“So what happened with Alysse’s dad?” I ask instead, taking a bite of my own scone. “The freak accident?”

				“Yes, I never finished the story, did I? This scone distracted me. Which, trust me, is easy to do these days.” Andrew brushes some crumbs from his hands. “Anyway, Ray. Aly’s dad. He was a great golfer, one of the best, according to Aly,” he says, picking up his coffee mug. I notice his fingernails are a bit long, a touch ragged. “But he also loved to hunt. Ducks, specifically. So once he was out hunting with his brother and uncle, and as the story goes, a duck flew right into his face. He ended up losing an eye.”

				“What? You’re kidding me! That’s almost poetic,” I say. “I mean, it’s awful. But you have to think that duck knew exactly what it was doing.”

				“Right?” Andrew says, chuckling. “Anyway, he probably could have kept golfing, but he decided it was a sign to move on. But he still loved the sport and passed that on to Aly. She’s actually a pretty great golfer.”

				“I’m a terrible golfer,” I say. “Same with tennis. Badminton. Any racket sport, actually. No hand-eye coordination.”

				“I’m not great either,” Andrew says. “And neither is Sam, so we commiserate and do something else when Aly and Jack play.”

				He looks sad again at the mention of Jack and golf. “Ryan told me he can probably still play. Jack, I mean,” I say, softly. “If he wants to. They have modified golf carts.” I’m not sure if this is helpful or appropriate to mention at this point, but I desperately want Andrew to look less sad.

				“They told us that,” Andrew says, leaning back in his chair. “It’s all Alysse talks about these days. Getting him ‘back to his sport.’” He shakes his head, and I see tears in his eyes. I fiddle with my scone, cutting it into small triangles, so I can give Andrew a moment of privacy to regroup.

				“How’s Audrey doing?” he asks, and I look up quickly, surprised to hear her name mentioned.

				“She’s good,” I reply. “A bit moody these days, but what teenager isn’t?” I force out a laugh, and Andrew simply nods. But there’s something in the way he looks at me, before glancing down to his coffee, which unsettles me.

				“Sam mentioned she was grounded,” Andrew replies.

				“She is,” I say, thinking of the reason why and wanting to steer us away from discussing this further. I glance at my phone. “Wow, it’s almost school pickup time.”

				Andrew looks at his watch. “You’re right.” He looks back at me, smiles. “You’re good company.”

				My cheeks heat up, then more so when the embarrassment of my pleasure from his comment lands on me. “You are, too,” I say, and it’s true. Andrew’s an attractive guy—tall enough to stand out from a crowd, an interesting face that’s hard to look away from when he smiles—but it’s his demeanor and gaze I find disarming, which I’m sure came in handy during his journalism career. He has a way of looking at you when you’re speaking that feels intuitive, like he can see deep down inside you, and your secrets will be safe with him.

				As we say goodbye outside the Rise & Grind and head back to school to pick up our kids, I decide that if he asked, I’d probably tell Andrew just about anything.
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				“See you later,” Ryan says. I give him a quick kiss, being careful to keep my cheese-covered hands far away from him. “What are you making for the ladies?” he asks, looking at the mess I’ve created on the kitchen counter.

				“These cheese ball lollipop things,” I reply, sticking my hands back into the mixing bowl and rolling a cherry sized ball of the cheese mixture in my palms. I point to my laptop and the open page. “Tonight we’re cooking from the ‘Put a Stick in It’ cookbook—I know, it’s a terrible name,” I say, laughing at the look on Ryan’s face. “All the recipes have food on sticks or toothpicks. I’m on appetizers.”

				“I can’t believe someone managed to come up with enough food-on-sticks recipes,” he says, grabbing his keys off the hook by the door. He glances at his watch, shouts up the stairs. “Okay, Audrey, let’s go!”

				“And I can’t believe she’s not already in the car,” I say, using my elbow to tap the space bar and refresh the screen so I can see what the next step is. Stick a toothpick in each ball before rolling balls in fresh chopped herbs. “What are you going to see?” Ryan is taking Audrey and Kendall to the movies while I host tonight’s cookbook club. So far we’ve done a terrible job at enforcing Audrey’s grounding, and it’s only been a week—but we told each other having to see a movie with her dad, one he chooses, probably feels like a punishment to our daughter. Besides, I want an empty house for tonight.

				“Not sure,” he says. “But I’ll be sure to pick one she never would.”

				Audrey comes into the kitchen, and a wave of something floral and cloying, though not unpleasant, fills my nose. “What’s that?” I ask.

				“What?” she says, putting her hobo bag over her shoulder and adjusting the collar of her coat. She won’t meet my eyes.

				“That smell,” I reply.

				She does up her coat buttons, still not looking at me. “Perfume.”

				I raise my eyebrows at Ryan, and he just shrugs, as if saying this clearly falls into my wheelhouse. I feel a flare of irritation. “Perfume?”

				“Yeah, Sam gave it to me.” Her tone is nonchalant, but her face betrays her.

				“Oh?” I glance back at my computer screen and refresh it again with my elbow. “Smells expensive.” I contemplate pushing her but then decide to let this one go, even though I’m not comfortable with my fifteen-year-old daughter wearing perfume suited for a grown woman. In my mind she should still smell like baby powder and sweet milk.

				“It’s no big deal, Mom.”

				“I never said it was,” I reply, matching her nonchalant tone and going back to rolling balls of sticky cheese between my hands. Audrey looks pleased I don’t make it an issue, and I think again how complicated it is to be a parent. You truly never know if your decisions are the right ones. I make a mental note to chat with Audrey—again—about the responsibility of making “smart” decisions.

				“Smells nice,” Ryan says, only half paying attention, and he replies to an email on his phone, and I roll my eyes even though he’s not looking at me to see my reaction. It’s one thing not to make a big deal about it, but it’s another entirely to encourage it.

				“Bye, Mom,” Audrey says, giving me a quick hug from behind, and I lean into her warm, perfumed body.

				“Love you, baby,” I reply.

				Left with a quiet house, I put on some music, mix some lime cordial into a glass of sparkling water, and place the tray of cheese ball pops in the freezer to harden for fifteen minutes before setting up the rest of the snacks. When the doorbell rings ten minutes before everyone is expected, I smile and get up from the couch, knowing I’ll find Julie on the other side of the door.

				Along with being my best friend for a decade, Julie is a wealth of knowledge about all things education-related—she used to teach high school mathematics before her girls were born—along with how to get any stain out of anything (she swears by salt and soda water). Ever reliable and prompt, she’s also always the first to arrive, last to leave and makes a killer crab dip.

				I half embrace her when she comes through the door, trying not to disturb the dip bowl she carries in one hand and the covered platter in the other.

				“Hi, you,” she says, handing me the bowl and platter.

				“Hi,” I reply. “And thanks for bringing these.” I hold up my two hands, heavy with ceramic and food, and she laughs.

				“As if I had any choice in the matter,” she says, following me into the living room. “Can you imagine what the others would say if I came with a boring spinach dip or, god forbid, a bowl of classic hummus?”

				“Yeah, we’d probably have to kick you out of the club.” I pour her a glass of wine from the chilled bottle on the sideboard. “What’s under the tinfoil?”

				“It’s called ‘Nutty Chicks on Sticks,’” she says, barking out a short laugh at the name. “Basically chicken satay on skewers. This has to be the stupidest cookbook choice yet.”

				“Agree,” I reply. “Cheers.” I clink my glass to hers.

				“Cheers,” she replies, taking a long sip. “So, how are you? Feeling better than last night?”

				“Yes. Sort of. Though it was a rough day.”

				“What happened?” she asks.

				I wave her question away. “Let’s just say I should have put an OtterBox on my phone ages ago. I’m useless without it.”

				“I could have told you that,” she says. Julie has a smartphone, but she barely uses it. Instead she has a giant wipe on/wipe off board in her kitchen, with each member of her family tracked with a different color of marker. She’s proud of her old-school ways, and after today’s work fiasco and the realization sticky notes and my memory don’t cut it, I understand why.

				“How’s Audrey doing?”

				“Did you see her tonight?” I ask. Julie nods, her mouth full of chips and dip. “So you must have also smelled the perfume she clearly bathed in?”

				“Hard to miss,” she says.

				I sigh. “It was a gift from Sam. An expensive, grown-up gift from her first boyfriend.” Jack suddenly pops into my mind, and with a sickening lurch I wonder if he’s ever had a serious girlfriend...if he’s ever bought an expensive bottle of perfume for a girl he likes. And then, what dating might look like for him, now that everything is different. Overcome, I hide my emotion by busying myself with the drinks I’ve set out for the evening, straightening the napkins and spacing the glasses a few inches apart, my back to Julie.

				“This is only the beginning,” Julie says from behind me, unaware I’m upset. The eldest of her four daughters, Wynn, is nineteen and gorgeous and brimming with confidence I wish I’d had at her age. She’s also been dating the same guy for nearly three years. So Julie is an old pro at this and has always warned me the best way to make sure your kid does something is to tell them not to. She reaches around me to grab a napkin.

				“So you keep reminding me,” I say, turning the music up slightly and taking a deep breath through my nose at the same time. Feeling more settled, pushing thoughts of Jack out of mind, I go back to sit beside Julie. “But Audrey is still my little girl, you know? I’m not ready for this yet.”

				“Is she on birth control?” Julie asks, crunching down on a chip and looking at me as though we’re discussing lawn care maintenance.

				I choke as I try to swallow a sip of water. “Julie Anne Larrington! Shut the hell up!”

				But she only laughs, and I continue to cough.

				Then she shrugs, before double-dipping her chip. “You should take her in and talk about it with her doctor,” she says.

				“I am not emotionally ready for this conversation, or that appointment,” I reply. The doorbell rings, and I unfurl my legs to stand. “Ah, saved by the bell.” As I make my way to the front door, Julie shouts out one last reminder that it’s always better to be proactive than reactive, whatever that means.

				Thirty minutes later my living room is full and loud, the cookbook club in full swing. Over dinner—which includes things that work better off sticks, like cheesecake bites and lasagna roll ups—we catch each other up on the last month, and my spacious living room begins to feel overstuffed and too warm. Promotion. Blood pressure up. Vacation planned. Hot flashes. A five-pound weight loss. Tried Spynga at the gym, liked it. Discovered chocolate calcium chews that taste like Tootsie Rolls...

				Then Amy Winchester, our resident family therapist who we all turn to when we’re struggling with our teenagers, announces her separation. We’re all shocked, and a few, “Everything happens for a reason, right?” platitudes are tossed around as she sits there glumly, holding a cheesecake bite on a toothpick I gently take from her hand when it becomes clear she isn’t going to eat it.

				I top up Amy’s wine while offering as supportive a smile as I can muster, remembering back to her Facebook status update a couple of weeks before: “When one door closes, another opens...” —Alexander Graham Bell. I had copy and pasted it into an email to Julie, with a question mark as my only comment. It was out of character for Amy, who almost exclusively posted links to Psychology Today articles and rarely anything personal, except about her dog. As Amy apologizes again for being such a downer, my phone buzzes from the side table closest to where I’m sitting. I quickly glance at it, expecting to see a message from Ryan, but am surprised to see it’s from Andrew.

				Thanks again for today. I needed the distraction as much as the scone. Let me know next steps re: house

				I’m lost in thought, about Andrew and pumpkin scones and house listings, and it takes me a moment to realize how quiet the room has become.

				“Earth to Meg,” someone says, and I look up to twelve pairs of eyes staring at me.

				“Oh, sorry.” I tuck my phone beside me. “What was the question?” I’m rattled, like I’ve been caught passing a note in class. Julie looks at me curiously. My phone buzzes against my leg, and I resist the urge to look at it.

				“We were talking about the accident,” Olivia Crispin says. Olivia’s an attorney, by far the boldest of our group, who is known to blurt out whatever’s on her mind without hesitation or regret. I envy that about her, but also find her abrasive at times—especially when I’m the recipient of her lack of filter.

				Olivia turns to Deirdra Joyce, the yoga instructor Julie and I met a few years ago when we tried to get back in shape for our fortieth birthdays. “Logan had Sarah Dunn for history last year,” Olivia says, referring to her youngest son, who’s in the same year as Audrey. “He’s not at all surprised by what happened—apparently she was even on her phone during class.” Olivia’s eyebrows rise, and Deirdra comments how smartphones are the “devil of these times.”

				I can’t help but notice Deirdra’s iPhone in her hand and resist the urge to tell Olivia that Audrey was also in that class with her son Logan and would probably say he was the one never paying attention.

				Listening to Olivia and Deirdra go on, I begin feeling defensive of Sarah Dunn, who at only thirty-one, now has to live with the consequences of her awful mistake for the rest of her life—I know what that does to a person—and isn’t here to defend herself against our gossip. Not to mention, if I hadn’t sent Jack into the road that afternoon, she’d still be teaching history at Merritt High, living her regular life.

				“It was an accident,” I murmur, then a bit louder, “Honestly, it could have happened to any one of us. Who hasn’t sent the odd text while rolling up to a stop sign?”

				“This was hardly sending a text while rolling up to a stop sign, Meg,” Olivia says, fixing me with her intense gaze.

				“I know,” I say, a flush filling my face. “Obviously it was...it’s a terrible thing. For everyone.” Shame at defending Sarah Dunn fills me, because now it appears as though I don’t appreciate the seriousness of what’s happened and have somehow taken her side versus Jack’s.

				“What’s going on with the investigation?” Sasha Mitchell, Julie’s neighbor and friend, asks. “It’s been a week. Why don’t we know the charges yet?” Tomorrow the papers will announce that Sarah Dunn has been formally charged with negligent operation—the technical term for distracted driving in Massachusetts—and will spend the next thirty days in jail, as well as lose her license and teaching position at Merritt High. I will cry when I read the article, consider writing Sarah a letter expressing my deep regret for my part of the accident, but will ultimately do nothing except shove the paper deep into the garbage bin in the garage.

				While Olivia showcases her legal acumen to the group and hypothesizes potential scenarios, including a probable incarceration for Sarah and a civil suit, I lean against the couch cushions and take a quick peek at my phone.

				It’s been a rough night

				I wait for Andrew to send another message explaining, but none comes.

				* * *

				Later, when Julie and I are the last ones left with a counter full of dirty wineglasses to hand wash, she gets me to confess my shitty day, and my humiliation about the Delacortes incident—though I leave out what happened with Alysse. If I bring that up, I know Julie will force everything else out of me: my guilt over the accident; my compulsion to help the Becketts, even if Alysse doesn’t want it; the Paige nightmares.

				Julie, ever the best friend, assures me it’s Noah and Jillian’s loss, and then we talk about Amy and her separation and how we can’t imagine ever leaving our husbands or our husbands ever leaving us.

				About fifteen minutes later Ryan and the girls arrive, and Julie and Kendall head back home. Audrey tells me about the movie—a zombie love story that sounds atrocious, and clearly one she chose despite what Ryan said—and then heads up to go to bed. Ryan finishes off the last of the wine, then stands up, stretching his arms high over his head. The movement pulls on his shirt, which rises a few inches above his belt, showing off his toned stomach. It’s annoying how easy it is for him to maintain his body—he could lose five pounds in a weekend by avoiding butter on his breakfast toast. Simply looking at butter would make me gain weight. “You coming up?” he asks, pausing on the stairs. “It’s late.”

				“In a minute. Just need to answer a work email.”

				He lifts his eyebrows, looking part amused, part annoyed. “Let me guess. Tom’s having yet another flower crisis?” I smile, not taking the bait. I know he’s proud of me for how hard I work, but I also know he doesn’t understand why things like floral arrangements for open houses matter.

				“Something like that,” I say, rinsing Ryan’s glass and setting it in the dish dryer beside the sink.

				He starts up the stairs. “Okay, but don’t stay up too late.”

				“Promise. Just a minute.”

				The kitchen to myself, the house finally quiet again, I pull out my phone and reread Andrew’s texts.

				Thanks again for today. I needed the distraction as much as the scone. Let me know next steps re: house

				It’s been a rough night

				I bite the inside of my lip, trying to craft the right response. I want him to know I’m here if he needs me, without overstepping or saying the wrong thing, but I also desperately need to know if Jack is okay.

				I’m sorry to hear. Is Jack all right? I hold my breath, waiting for his response.

				All things considered, he’s okay. Just having a bad night

				There’s a moment of relief, soon replaced by concern for Andrew. Once I’ve reread my next message, I press Send.

				Bad nights are allowed. Let me know how I can help. Maybe another scone and coffee chat?

				Within moments there’s a text back.

				Thanks

				I wait to see if there’s another message, but my screen stays static. Foggy from not enough sleep and knowing Ryan’s waiting upstairs, I update Tom about a couple of last-minute additions for Saturday’s open house—mostly so I can say I did send a work email—and finally, my phone screen showing no new texts, head up to bed.
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				Ryan and I have our feet side by side on the ottoman, his bare, square toenails meticulously clipped and mine in need of fresh polish, though thankfully hidden by my sheepskin slippers. I have a few hours until the agent open house starts, and we’re sharing sections of the Saturday newspaper and talking about maybe taking a vacation this Christmas, when our home phone rings.

				I hear Audrey answer it. She’s at the kitchen table working on a school project due Monday, a compare-and-contrast essay about which, when I ask the topic, she simply shrugs and says, “Something boring.” A few minutes later she’s still laughing and chatting with whomever is on the other line, which is when I realize she’s having an actual conversation—on a telephone and not via her iPhone screen, which is still under lock and key in my nightstand drawer.

				“Wonder who she’s talking to?” I ask Ryan, handing him the sports section I just finished.

				“Maybe your dad,” he replies, snapping the paper open and adjusting his drugstore reading glasses. He has no fewer than ten pairs of these glasses scattered around the house, all hanging on nylon cords that he loves for their practicality but that Audrey and I relentlessly tease him about.

				Dad usually calls Sunday mornings, though he’s been known to call more often if there’s extreme weather forecasted—especially in the Boston area or Florida—or if something particularly newsworthy happens around the world. He prefers calling our landline, complaining how we’re always breaking up on “those damn cell phones.”

				A second later Audrey calls out, “Mom, it’s Uncle Dan.”

				Danny. My younger brother, by twelve years. Even though I was already smoldering with the “I couldn’t care less” attitude that comes with preteen hormones, I adored Danny from the moment he was born. He’s the shining star in our family—always happy, always kind, always there when you need him—and even though he was only thirteen when Mom died, he managed things better than Dad and me combined. I once commented to Mom how finding out she was pregnant with Danny must have been a pretty big “oops” moment, but she simply smiled, patting me on the cheek as she said, “Oh, Daniel was planned, sweetheart. You, my love, were our big ‘oops.’”

				I take the phone from Audrey, murmuring thanks and ostensibly glancing down at her laptop, relieved to see a page of dense text. She looks at me as I settle into a chair across the table, her face tight with annoyance at my intrusion in her work space. I hold up three fingers and mouth, “Three minutes.” With an eye roll I can’t miss, she mumbles “fine” and then goes back to her work.

				“Morning,” I say into the phone, turning my body in the kitchen chair so my feet rest on the window ledge. It’s a beautiful, blue-sky day, though the thermostat shows we’re down in the low fifties, and I watch a couple of finches take dips in the stone birdbath Audrey insisted on getting a heater for. “Why are you calling our home phone?”

				“Your cell keeps going straight to voice mail,” he says. “And good morning to you, too.”

				I look to my cell, charging in the outlet by the stove, and see it’s turned off. “Taking an unplanned digital break,” I say, turning my phone on as I do. Tom won’t be pleased if he can’t get a hold of me. But it looks like so far the only missed calls this morning are from Danny. “So, how’s my baby brother?”

				“I’m great,” he replies, and I hear the sound of busyness in the background. Shuffling. Clanging of something that sounds like dishes or pots.

				“How’s Sarit feeling?” Sarit is four months pregnant with a little boy, to everyone’s delight except maybe Audrey’s, who hoped her first cousin might be a girl.

				“Fantastic. We’re all good here.”

				Ryan comes into the kitchen to refill his coffee. “Ask him if he wants to play squash on Wednesday. Early. Like six-thirty, if he can swing it.” Now Audrey glares at her dad, who is oblivious to her annoyance as he leans against the counter and blows across the top of his hot coffee.

				“Because I’m my husband’s social convener,” I say to Danny, “are you free for squash on Wednesday morning? Six-thirty?”

				“No can do. I have a thing.” I smile. Danny, a producer for a Boston news magazine program, always has a thing. “But Thursday would work,” he says, and I turn back to Ryan. “He says Thursday. That okay with you?”

				Ryan looks up to the ceiling as though his schedule is written across it, then nods. “Yup. That’s good.”

				“Okay, you’re all set. Squash. Thursday. Crack of crazy.” Ryan gives a thumbs-up before pushing off the counter and heading back to the living room. “Oh, and before I forget, are you guys still good for dinner Monday?”

				“Looking forward to it,” Danny says, then pauses briefly. “So how are you doing, Mags?” His voice now carries concern, and a prickle of alarm goes up my spine. I glance again at Audrey, who is doing her best to ignore me, her blue-painted fingernails clicking away on her keyboard.

				“I’m fine,” I begin, walking upstairs so I’m out of Audrey’s earshot. “We weren’t hurt, obviously. But I’m sick about what happened to Jack Beckett, and about Audrey being in the car and seeing...everything.” I pause, the images of an injured Jack flooding my mind. Feeling a bit out of sorts, I sit heavily on the top stair and take a deep breath.

				Things are quiet on the other end of the phone, the sounds from whatever Danny was doing before—emptying the dishwasher?—abruptly stop. “What are you talking about? Were you involved in the Beckett kid’s accident?”

				I stand up again, suddenly alert. “What were you talking about?”

				“Audrey told me you’ve been sick,” he replies. “But, what happened with the accident? How were you and Audrey involved?”

				I close my eyes and sigh. Shit. “I was sick. But I’m feeling a lot better, thanks.”

				“Maggie,” he says, his voice slow and controlled and sounding so much like Dad’s. I know he’d like to jump through the phone and strangle me for being evasive.

				“Danny, it’s okay. I didn’t tell you because there was nothing to tell. I had just picked Audrey up at school, and we were going to the dentist and then Jack was on the curb, wanting to cross the street, and so I waved him across—” I stop to take a breath, sit back down on the stair. “I didn’t see the other car. Apparently she was texting or something, and she didn’t see him. But that was all over the news. So I’m sure you know that. I probably shouldn’t have...well, you know. It wasn’t a crosswalk.” I’m out of breath, like I’ve been running up and down the stairs rather than just sitting on them. “It was a terrible accident, but we’re okay. It’s Jack and his family we all need to worry about.”

				Danny doesn’t say anything, except “Oh, Mags,” and suddenly I want to cry.

				“Listen, I’ve got to run,” I say, swallowing my emotion in one great gulp. He follows my lead and says nothing more of the accident, and after our goodbyes we hang up, and I head back to the kitchen.

				Audrey looks up briefly from her screen at the sound of the fridge door opening.

				“How’s the essay?” I ask, pouring some creamer into my coffee. No answer. “Audrey?”

				“What?” Her voice is clipped, irritable.

				“How about we take it down a notch, okay?” I say. The volatility of teenagers—one minute sweet and loving, reminiscent of the two-year-old kid who would cling to you and demand kisses and cuddles, and the next sullen and impolite—never ceases to surprise me. I put the creamer back and sit down again at the table, across from her. “What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing.” She shakes her head. “I’m just worried about getting this done on time.”

				“Well, you still have the rest of the weekend.” I lean forward to peer around the laptop to see the screen. The word document is filled with paragraphs of text. “Looks like you have a great start.”

				She pulls the laptop closer, and I suddenly understand she’s trying to keep me from seeing whatever’s on the screen. “What’s the essay about, Audrey?” I ask, in a tone that lets her know this is no longer optional for her not to answer. When Ryan asks me later why I pushed so hard on this I tell him “mother’s instinct.” To his credit he didn’t roll his eyes, but his look suggested I’d overdone it.

				Audrey sighs deeply at my question, sensing I’m not going to let it go, and sets a piece of paper in front of me in response. I recognize the Merritt High logo at the top and quickly scan the typed sentences on the page.

				“Oh,” I say, eyes still scanning the notes from her teacher. I look up at her, and she sighs again, raising her eyebrows as if to say, “See? You didn’t want to know, did you?”

				“It’s not a big deal,” she says, nibbling on one of her cuticles. A fleck of robin’s-egg-blue nail polish remains on her lip, and I hold back from reaching over and wiping it off.

				“If that’s true, then why didn’t you want to tell me?” I ask, placing the paper back beside her computer. I keep my face as neutral as my tone, though it does take some effort.

				She pauses for a moment, then shuts her laptop. Hard. “Because you’ll probably make me talk about it, and I don’t need to talk about it.”

				“Well, don’t you think we should talk about it?” My voice has risen somewhat, and hers rises to match it.

				“No, Mom, I don’t. God, you’re so annoying. Why do you insist on treating me like I’m still a kid?” And with that she shoves her laptop under her arm and storms out of the kitchen. I’m left bewildered, frustrated and knowing we absolutely are going to talk about it now. Just then Ryan walks in, rubbing his stomach through his thin T-shirt, probably hungry. “Where’s Audrey?”

				“Hiding out in her room, I suspect.” I sigh and hand him the paper Audrey left behind. “Here. Her school project.”

				Ryan reads from the paper. “Write a compare and contrast essay on texting while driving versus skydiving.” He looks up at me, and I chew the inside of my cheek, waiting for his reaction. “And?”

				I stare at him. “And? What kind of response is ‘And’?”

				Ryan puts the page down on the island and pours himself a glass of orange juice. “It’s the kind of response you give when you aren’t sure why your wife looks like something terrible has happened.” He leans against the counter, takes a sip from the glass. “What’s going on with you, Meg?”

				“What’s going on with me?”

				“Are we playing the you-answer-a-question-with-another-question game?” Then he chuckles. “See what I did there?” At the look on my face he pushes off the counter before picking up the page again. He sits down at the table, the chair that Audrey just vacated a few moments before, and waits for me to say something. When I don’t, he sighs.

				“Look, I get this has been a tough week, but do you think you might be making too big of a deal of this essay? What happened with Jack is horrific, but it is a learning opportunity for these kids. They’re getting behind the wheel this year, and their phones are glued to their hands. What better time to talk about all this than now, when they have a real-life scenario to use?”

				“I know,” I say, my shoulders dropping as my defiance wilts. He’s right, but I can’t shake the feeling I’m losing my grip with Audrey. “But she’s been acting, I don’t know, evasive since the accident. Ryan, the things she saw...” I swallow hard. I’m struggling to articulate exactly why, but knowing the essay topic—and that Audrey wanted to keep it from me—is making me anxious. “We need to know how she’s doing. Especially after that stunt with Sam. I don’t want to be those parents who look back and realize they missed something.”

				Ryan watches me carefully when he finally speaks. “The school has been great about having counselors on hand. She has her friends. I don’t think pushing Audrey on this is going to accomplish what you hope it will.”

				“Which is what?” I snap at him. I understand how the teenage years work: with each birthday Audrey will share less with us, put up more barriers as she creates her independent self, but in my mind we still have at least another year, maybe two. Julie insists that’s naive, in the kindest way, but I don’t care. I’m clinging to it, perhaps unwisely and to all our detriments—though I won’t admit that right now. “I don’t think we can be so lax, Ryan. As her parents, we have a responsibility to—”

				“Stop,” Ryan says, setting his juice glass down forcefully on the tabletop, some of it sloshing over the rim. “Jesus, Meg. I wish sometimes you could hear how you sound when you say shit like that.”

				My mouth hangs open for a moment, surprised at his outburst. “Shit like what?”

				“Like you’re the only one who knows how to parent our daughter. The only one capable of being in charge.” I go to argue with him, but he barrels ahead, and I can’t get a word in. “I’m right here, being her dad and doing just as much as you are to raise her. Always have, always will.” I’m not sure how to respond. “You hang on so tight sometimes. She’s a teenager. Not sharing with her parents is normal. You just need to trust her more,” he adds.

				I force my voice down, wanting this to stay between us. “I need to trust her more?” I get up from the table, slowly, gently settling the chair back against the table when I do. “Thank you for enlightening me. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

				“Meg—” Ryan’s tone is frustrated, slightly perplexed. Likely wondering how we ended up battling it out on a Saturday morning over our daughter’s essay project, when only thirty minutes before we’d been snuggling on the couch. I’m wondering the same, hate the way I sound—high-pitched and histrionic—and wish I was the type who could be more laissez-faire about everything.

				“No, really. This is exactly what I needed to hear.” I turn to head out of the kitchen, spinning with my irritation but knowing it’s only going to get worse if I stay put.

				“Look, let me try, okay?” Ryan says, and I recognize the concession in his tone. He doesn’t want to fight with me about this. “You need to get ready for the open house. I’ll check in and see how she’s doing.”

				I hold his gaze, which is part conciliatory, part confident we’ve reached the end of this particular argument. I don’t have the time or energy to drag this out further, the open house only a couple of hours away and me still in my pajamas. “Fine,” I say, trying to infuse some discontent into the word so he knows I’m not pleased with how things have transpired between us.

				He nods, pushes back from the table, believing this tiny tsunami of arguments is over. But I’m still stewing as I head upstairs, stepping into the too-hot shower and furiously scrubbing my hair while I think about what he said, accusing me of overlooking his parental contributions, of hanging on too tight with Audrey. Some suds get in my eye, and the painful burn takes precedence over my angry thoughts, and I blink my eye open under the stream of water to relieve the sting, feeling uneasy about how this day is shaping up.
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				The open house is thirty minutes from starting, and I’m directing the caterers and going over final touches before the crowd arrives. Buttoning up my suit jacket, I glance around the foyer and make a few adjustments, shifting a vase of lilies so they sit front and center on the large marble table at the entrance, fanning out the glossy brochures that show the home’s features.

				The feeling of irritation from this morning’s argument with Ryan lingers, but it has lessened significantly as my focus has shifted to today’s event. I don’t have the time or energy to fight with Ryan. We need to be aligned when it comes to our daughter—she needs us to be aligned.

				“Where would you like the wine set up?” a young woman dressed in a black suit with a crisp white shirt and black bow tie asks, holding a cardboard box of wineglasses. “Would you prefer the kitchen or the living room?”

				“Living room, I think,” I say. “We can use the bar.”

				She nods and heads to my left, into the expansive living room, which has two sitting areas and a long, mahogany bar running the length of one side. Tom bustles in from outside, stomping his feet on the front doormat and giving a dramatic shiver. “It’s freezing out there,” he says, grabbing a pair of booties from the basket by the front door to cover his shoes. I brought a separate pair of heels for today, hating the silly cover-up booties that are standard at events like these.

				Tom snaps his arm out, then bends his elbow, the movement causing his suit and tailored lavender shirt to rise just enough so he can see his gleaming Rolex watch. “We should start seeing people in a few minutes,” he says. Realtors are known for showing up early.

				I nod. I love this part. Watching all the hard work come to fruition, being able to anticipate what people need to hear, to see, to close the deal. “They’re setting up the wine at the bar, and the food will be passed around, though we’ll have a few platters in the kitchen.”

				“Meg, you’ve done a great job,” Tom says, hands on his narrow hips as he glances around the foyer. “The lilies are stunning.” I smile at the praise, feel better than I have all day. All week, even.

				“I’m glad you’re happy,” I reply. “Okay, I’m going to double-check the bathrooms and make sure we have enough hand towels.”

				“Good, good,” Tom says, distracted by the brochures, which he nudges slightly to one side of the table, then the other. I resist the urge to tell him to stop fiddling—everything is perfect—and do my check on the six bathrooms in the house. Coming back downstairs I glance at my watch, see it’s five to one, wonder why no one has arrived yet.

				Twenty minutes later it’s still just Tom, me and the caterers and serving staff, and I can’t figure out why everyone is so late. An uneasy feeling grows in the pit of my stomach as I check my phone for the tenth time in as many minutes.

				Tom is restless, his bootie-covered feet making soft whooshing sounds as he paces around the main floor. “Where are they?” he keeps asking each time he comes back into the foyer, where I’m standing, willing the doorbell to ring.

				“I don’t know,” I keep responding, the pit of unease growing larger. I check my phone every thirty seconds, refreshing my email in the hopes it offers some sort of explanation. At 1:33 I know something is wrong but don’t yet understand what. Tom’s frenetic wandering has me so on edge it’s all I can do not to yell at him to sit down, stop moving, when my email pings as I refresh it yet again.

				As my eyes scan the note—from a Realtor invited to the event who hasn’t yet RSVP’d—my knees nearly give out, and I place a hand on the marble foyer table to hold myself up.

				No. No, no, no, no.

				I read the note again, holding my breath, my heart hammering and my head swimming.

				Thanks for the invite! Looking forward to seeing you November 20 at 1pm.

				November 20.

				As the realization of what’s happened settles into me—today is November 13—I’m still trying to grasp how the dates got mixed up, though I know it’s entirely my fault. I sent the invitation out the day after Jack’s accident—when I was delirious with fever and anxiety and should never have been doing anything more important than deciding which take-out place to order dinner from. A cold sweat takes over me, and my head feels like it has come detached from the rest of my body.

				Just then Tom walks back in, looking irritated until he sees my face, the way I’m holding myself up on the marble table, a few of the brochures crumpling under my sweaty hand. “Meg!” He comes toward me quickly. “What is it? You look ill.”

				“Tom, I...” My voice is strangled, my thoughts speeding up like I’ve just delivered a dose of gas to my brain. Realizing, as I look around at the flowers and servers moving from kitchen to living room, just how badly I’ve screwed things up. How expensive this mistake is going to be, and not just in dollars. “The date is wrong.”

				Tom gives me a puzzled look. “Wrong? How do you mean?” A server—the one who asked me about where to set the wine station up—lingering nearby, distracts him. “Can I help you?” he barks, and both she and I jump at his tone.

				“The food is getting cold,” she says. “What would you like us to do?”

				“Can you give us a minute?” I ask, and she nods before retreating.

				“What the hell is going on, Meg?” Tom says, any last shred of patience evaporating.

				I look at him directly, stand up straight and take a deep breath. “Everyone thinks the open house is next Saturday.”

				His mouth falls open, his arms cross over his chest. “And why on earth would they think that?”

				I clear my throat and hold his gaze though I wish I could disappear into the gleaming, hand-cut herringbone wood floor beneath my feet. “Because I put the wrong date on the invitation.”

				* * *

				After we pay the caterers and send them on their way, and I’ve apologized to Tom a dozen times—though I refrain from making excuses—I clean up the brochures, the booties, the pens and business cards, then exchange a curt goodbye with Tom. Then I get into my SUV and drive away, only to stop and park a block away because I can’t see through my tears.

				I have never screwed up at work like this. For the past six years I’ve done everything I can to prove my worth to Tom, to show what a valuable asset I am to him, to the brokerage, to my clients. I have built a career I’m proud of, and though I understand this mistake won’t be fatal—Tom will forgive me, I will continue selling houses—it has unhinged me, and I can’t stop sobbing, my seat belt still buckled as my chest heaves.

				I sit in my car a block from the McLaren estate for over an hour, occasionally turning the car on when it gets too cold and my teeth start chattering, crying on and off. Other cars come and go around me, people pulling in and out of their driveways, but I stay put until my car’s clock reads three thirty, which is when the open house was supposed to end. Then I rub a swipe of concealer under my eyes and squirt in a few drops of Visine before starting the car to drive home.

				The main floor is quiet when I walk in, but I can hear movement upstairs. I unbutton my suit jacket and open the fridge, looking for a bottle of sparkling water. Then I see another bottle and grab it instead. Pouring a glass of the cold white wine, I sit heavily at the kitchen table—where I sat only a few hours earlier, feeling out of control for an entirely different reason. A few minutes and few sips of wine later, Ryan comes into the kitchen.

				“Oh, hey,” he says, taking in my half-empty wineglass in surprise. He frowns. “So, how did it go?”

				“Good,” I reply. I have no plans to tell him what happened, not today.

				“Are you...celebrating?” he asks, gesturing to my glass. He’s obviously confused—I have about one glass of wine a year, usually during the holidays.

				“Mmm-hmm,” I say, the glass at my lips. I swallow the sip, the alcohol sharp in the back of my throat but warm as it makes its way down. Then I set the glass on the table and spin it around by the stem. Realizing soon he’ll know something’s wrong if I don’t participate in the conversation, I look up at him. “How was your day?”

				“Your dad called,” Ryan says, grabbing a beer and joining me at the table, still watching me closely.

				“Did he?” I go back to spinning my glass, preoccupied with what happened at the open house. How could I have been so stupid to send that invitation when I was so out of it?

				“Just after you left. He wanted to talk with you about the car accident.” He gives me an apologetic look, and I know he’s probably shared more detail than I would have. I swear in my head, a bloom of anxiety at the idea of talking with Dad about what happened with Jack settling across my chest. I hadn’t planned to say anything. There was no need—I was fine, Audrey was fine, the car was fine, and he didn’t need to worry about me.

				“I’ll call him back later,” I say, knowing full well I won’t call him back today. I’ll wait until tomorrow, or the next day, or send an email letting him know all is well, and distracting him with a conversation about Thanksgiving and when they’re arriving.

				“I also had a chat with Audrey,” Ryan says, sticking his thumb inside the mouth of his beer, pulling it up with an irritating popping sound.

				“Oh?” The anxiety spreads, and my head is fuzzy from the wine. My heart beats fast, my hands shake, and for a brief moment I wonder if I’m having some kind of panic attack. Or maybe something worse, like a heart attack. Ryan doesn’t seem to notice, or maybe I look better on the outside than I feel on the inside.

				“She said she’s okay, and I believe her, Meg. I know you’re worried about how she’s processing everything, but she’s one resilient kid.”

				“I know that,” I reply automatically, though when I think about it, that’s not exactly accurate. Audrey has, so far and thankfully, had a relatively easy life. I’m not sure if resilient is a word we can use to describe our daughter. Thoughtful, smart, kind, responsible, a little sassy, for sure, but resilient?

				“She also suggested you shouldn’t make a ‘mountain out of a molehill.’” I smile at this, one of my signature phrases borrowed from my mom. Ryan nods, leans back in his chair. I realize he’s watching me, waiting for something.

				“What?” I ask, now wishing I could just drink my wine alone.

				“She’s concerned about you, Meg.”

				“Me? Why?”

				“She thinks you’re still blaming yourself for what happened with Jack,” Ryan says, pausing for a moment before he asks, “So, are you?”

				I know my stomach can’t actually flip right over, but it feels like it does, the wine gurgling around unpleasantly. “That’s ridiculous,” I reply, a little too forcefully. “I’m fine.”

				He watches me for a moment longer, and I know I’m not getting out of this that easily. “You know. It’s okay if you’re not.”

				But is it? What right do I have to be upset? I can feel responsible, sure. Guilty, you bet. But I don’t get to be “not okay”—that’s reserved for those who suffered the most, like Jack. And Andrew. Even Sarah.

				“Everything’s good.” I get up from the table, somewhat unsteady now, and finish the wine in one gulp. A strange bubble of laughter strains to be released at just how ridiculous my lie is, and I know I need to get out of the kitchen. “I’m going to change. Thanks for talking with Audrey.”

				“You’re welcome,” Ryan says. “And before I forget, how’s the 27th for a dinner with the partners? We thought it was time for everyone to meet. Spouses, too.”

				“But isn’t that Thanksgiving weekend?” I sway when I reach for my phone to check the date, amazed at how quickly the wine has hit me. “My dad and Carla will be here, Ryan. I’m not sure that works.”

				“I know, but we’re planning the family dinner for Thursday, right? It was the only date we could get all the partners together.” He drains his beer and puts the bottle in the sink. I fight my irritation, knowing I’ll have to rinse it later and put it in the recycling bin, and wonder why he never seems to just do it without me nagging him.

				We order Chinese and watch movies on that Saturday, a tradition I love because I’m usually exhausted for two solid days after cooking Thanksgiving dinner. But I get the impression I’m not being asked about this—it’s more a courtesy than a request. “Should be fine,” I say. I don’t have it in me to argue about anything else today. “I’m heading up to change.”

				“Oh. Okay,” he says, surprised by how abruptly I’m ending the conversation. I flash him a brief smile, then walk out of the kitchen, barely making it into our bathroom before I burst into tears again. When I hear Ryan come into our bedroom I quickly lock the door and turn on the shower, hoping to drown out any evidence of how badly I’m falling apart.
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				Paige is laughing. I glance over, only for a moment because I’m driving. She’s leaning back against the blue vinyl seat of my mom’s station wagon, her pink toenails shiny against the wood-paneled dashboard, paying no attention to me. There’s an Archie comic book, the cover tattered and creased so much that Veronica looks like she’s been split in two, in her hands—the cause of her laughter.

				I think she’s about thirteen based on her hairstyle—bangs, which she only had for a year at the beginning of high school. But as I watch her I wonder how that’s possible, because if she’s thirteen I must be as well, so how am I driving my mom’s car?

				Before I can figure this out, I see a boy ahead of me, so close to the edge of the road the toes of his sneakers are perched over the curb. He has a skateboard in his hands—old-school, not like the fancy glossy ones with state-of-the-art wheel systems the kids ride today. As I press on the sluggish brakes, coming to a stop finally only feet from where he’s standing, I recognize the boy: Jack Beckett. He looks at me, and without thinking I wave him across the road because that’s clearly what he’s waiting for, though part of me desperately wants to keep my hand down. I think about putting my foot on the gas, driving right past him. But my foot won’t come off the brake, and my hand seems to have a mind of its own, coming up again to wave him across the road.

				However, Jack doesn’t move, just continues staring at me. Paige is oblivious to everything but her comic book, flipping pages and chuckling quietly, chewing her gum and popping bubbles from between pursed lips. I wave at Jack again, certain this time he sees me because our eyes lock, but still he doesn’t move. Frustrated, my hand comes up again—my movement quick and forceful with this wave. I know I can’t take my foot off the brake until he’s crossed in front of my car and is safe on the other side of the road. But again, Jack shakes his head, refusing to cross.

				I glance in my rearview mirror to see who might be behind me, who I might be holding up. And it’s then I realize I’m not thirteen, like Paige. I look just like I did this morning. With soft wrinkles around my eyes, lines on the slice of forehead I can see in the rearview mirror. A painful tightness encircles my left hand, specifically my ring finger. Looking down, I notice my gold wedding band, which I’ve had on my finger since Ryan and I were married, transforming into a black twig that begins to wrap tighter and tighter until my finger falls off. Just drops from my hand, on to my lap, where it continues to twitch like it’s still part of my waving hand.

				I scream but it’s soundless, and Paige continues her comic book reading, somehow unaware of the horror of what’s just happened with my finger. I hold my hand up in front of my face, seeing Jack through the space where my finger used to be. His skateboard is nowhere to be seen, and now he’s sitting in a wheelchair at the edge of the road. He notices my fingerless hand and nods, pushing forward to cross in front of my car as if this was what he’d been waiting for all along.

				* * *

				I can’t fall asleep after the nightmare, even though I’m exhausted. Everything spins around in my head like an unsteady top about to lose its momentum: Tom. The open house. Audrey. Jack. Paige. The accidents. I creep out of bed so as not to wake Ryan, and quietly pad downstairs where I see a light dusting of snow on the patio, on the dried hydrangea blooms I forgot to deadhead, on the fresh grave of the unlucky bird I buried only a week ago. It’s early for snow, and I can tell by the large and lazy flakes it won’t last. Will probably be gone by the time we’ve finished breakfast.

				But I’m grateful to have awoken to see it, the first snowfall. Mom always said it was cleansing, restorative for the landscape and our desire for change; a fresh wash of white to erase the brown monotony of fall, the past covered over for another season.

				I hope she’s right.

				* * *

				“It was built in the eighties.” I glance at my spec sheet, flipping one page over and running my finger down it until I find the line I’m looking for. “Eighty-six,” I say, looking back up at the house in front of us. It’s Sunday afternoon, and Andrew and I are at our third listing, a newly renovated ranch-style bungalow only a few blocks from the Becketts’ current house. “But it’s been done top to bottom, inside and out, so it feels brand-new.”

				The sun is out, though beginning to lose strength as the day fades, and as expected, despite a slight chill still in the air, the snow has all but melted away. Only a tiny patch of white remains on the garden soil by the front door. “Ready to go in?” I ask, and he nods.

				There are two steps at the front of the house, and as I enter the code for the door I comment how there’s a decent amount of space to build a ramp beside the stairs. There’s a moment of uncomfortable silence after I say it, both of us thinking about why a ramp will be needed here—so Jack can get in the house in his wheelchair. But I know it’s my job to point these things out—this is why we’re here, to find a home to accommodate their new reality.

				Once inside I take off my boots and coat and Andrew does the same, and I’m glad to see the house is in great showing shape. It feels lived in and inviting, and smells amazing—the selling agent has baked apple cinnamon muffins, a nice touch, which sit on a white china plate on the kitchen table—but is devoid of personal knickknacks most of us clutter our homes with.

				Partway through the tour I see Andrew is losing steam, asking few questions compared to when we saw the first house earlier this afternoon, becoming quieter with each room we go into.

				“Are you doing okay?” I ask when he sits on a purple duvet-covered bed, nearly crushing a couple of stuffed animals carefully placed against the tiara-shaped pillow. “We can come back another day.”

				He presses his palms deep into the duvet and offers a small smile. “Honestly, I don’t know if it will make a difference,” he says. I hesitate only briefly, then sit beside him and close the folder on my lap. Andrew sighs and stares up to the ceiling, where a delicate chandelier hangs, the pink-hued crystals catching the last of the sun rays streaming through the window. “I don’t want to move.”

				I cross one knee over the other, bend forward to see his face. “We don’t have to do this,” I say. “I can ask around at the office, find out who might be able to retrofit your current house. One of my clients had an elevator put in after his wife’s MS diagnosis.” I pause, watching his face, which is strained, and soften my voice. “I know everything is changing right now, but it doesn’t have to.”

				He shakes his head. “Alysse doesn’t want to stay where we are. She thinks there will be too many reminders for Jack of the way things used to be.” He gets up unexpectedly, and I lose my balance, my folder tumbling to the ground. But he doesn’t seem to notice as he stands by the window, staring into the backyard. “She’s probably right.”

				Once I gather the papers strewn across the pastel patchwork rug on the floor, I go to stand beside him. I want so desperately to help, but am not sure what to say or do. “How is Jack?” I think of how many times he must get asked this question—of how many times I’ve asked this question—and imagine the tediousness of answering it, again and again.

				He shrugs his shoulders, runs a hand through his hair but doesn’t turn away from the window. “He’s okay, and at the same time, not at all okay.” He turns to me briefly. “Does that even make sense?”

				“It does,” I reply.

				“Physically he’s healing, pretty quick, all things considered. At least that’s what his doctors are saying. But emotionally...” He quiets as he continues staring into the backyard, which is dominated by a wooden play structure and a pool long ago closed, the ocean-blue cover now blanketed in a layer of fallen leaves. I look at the play structure, think of Audrey and how she used to love the monkey bars for three months when she was seven, insisting we make twice-daily trips to the park. I wonder if Andrew, too, is remembering a time from when his boys hung upside down from monkey bars by the crooks of their knees.

				“He forgets a lot. About what happened. And his injuries.” Andrew uses his hand to make circles near his head. “He gets confused and upset real easily. It’s part of his head injury, and the docs say that should improve, but, man, is it hard to watch.” He chokes the last words out, and I know without looking at him that he’s crying.

				“That’s awful” is all I can get out, because there’s a physical pain in my chest, the thought of Jack sitting one day in his wheelchair in this room—beige paint probably covering the current yellow walls—staring out this same window, remembering a time when his legs worked. When he was a whole person. Suddenly I decide this is not the right house for him, for them. I need to find one with back patio stones, easy to maneuver a wheelchair across. A pool could be okay, so Jack can work on his arm strength, but definitely no grass, no play structure...

				“I should get back,” Andrew says, and it jolts me. I pull my gaze away from the window, see his tears have mostly dried.

				I nod. “Why don’t you and Alysse talk things over, and we can go from there?”

				By the front door he’s quiet as we put our shoes on, though he kindly holds my coat up so I can slip my arms into it. The gesture is sweet and small, but it speaks to Andrew’s thoughtfulness—he’s a good man who deserves none of the heartbreak he’s currently experiencing.

				The temperature has dropped outside, and our breath comes out misty as we stand on the sidewalk before going our separate ways.

				“Thanks again, Meg. I’m sorry about that.” He gestures toward the house and offers a small smile.

				I wave it away. “Nothing to be sorry about. Please.” I shift my purse down my arm so I can grab my keys. “Talk it over and let me know what you want to do. I have a few other houses to show you, or both of you if Alysse wants to take a look.”

				He nods but purses his lips. “One of us needs to stay with Jack.”

				I’m embarrassed for not considering that. “Right. I’m sorry. I wasn’t...thinking.”

				Now it’s his turn to reassure me. “I’d like to see the other houses. We’ll sort out a time this week, okay? Thanks for doing this for us.”

				I unlock my car and smile. “Whatever you need, Andrew. Honestly.” I get into the car, and he holds the door open, seemingly wanting to say something else. But then he smiles and wishes me a good-night, and I do the same, turning my key as I do.

				Nothing happens. The car doesn’t start. Focusing on the dashboard, I turn the key again, then frown as the engine sputters but doesn’t turn over. “Shit,” I mutter, suddenly remembering the check engine warning light that came on a few days ago. The warning light I meant to do something about but didn’t. I turn the key again, but again, nothing.

				Andrew holds the door open, though now he leans into the car to look at the dashboard with me. He’s close, his head beside mine, and I smell whatever hair product he uses—something woodsy with a hint of lemon. “Hmm,” he says. “Have you been having trouble with your car?”

				“No, but I ignored a warning light, and it looks like that was a bad idea.” He chuckles and then asks me to try it again. I do, same result. The car is dead. “I’ll just call Ryan.” But then I remember he’s playing squash.

				“I can give you a ride home,” Andrew says, stepping back but still holding the door open. I start to say thanks, but I know he has to get back to the hospital, and I’ll just call for a tow, when he interrupts me. “Let’s go, Meg.” He motions for me to exit the car and grins. It’s a real smile, and I’m happy to see it. “You’re only five minutes out of my way.” Figuring he’ll just end up staying until the tow truck arrives now that it’s getting dark, I follow him to his car parked right behind mine.

				Over the next few minutes as Andrew drives the darkening streets, we stay quiet, but it isn’t uncomfortable. He clicks the seat warmers to high and turns the radio on, jazz filling the space. I relax, sinking deeper in the warmth of the leather seat and let my eyelids drop closed for a moment.

				“Meg. Hey, Meg.” Andrew’s voice is soft, and my eyes flutter open. “We’re here.” I can’t believe I dozed off during the short drive, and try to shake off the discombobulated feeling of coming awake so suddenly. I glance at my house, the front porch light on now that it’s dusk but the rest of the house dark. Audrey is at Kendall’s, working on a project for school, and Ryan won’t be home for at least another hour. Stifling a yawn, I’m about to thank him again for the ride, when he says, “I know it probably isn’t my place, and please, tell me to shut up, but is everything okay with you?”

				“What? Yes. I’m good. Great.” I smile, hope it looks sincere. Because between the open house, lack of sleep and last night’s disturbing nightmare, and worrying about Audrey, I’m feeling untethered.

				“Well, I’m happy to listen if you ever need a friendly ear.” Andrew’s turned in his seat, one hand still on the wheel and the other on his thigh, his fingers strumming softly, unconsciously, to the light jazz beat coming through the speakers. “You’ve been doing this thing with your shoulders all afternoon, where they go up like this.” He lifts his shoulders so they’re practically under his ears, and I have to laugh even while I consciously force my shoulders down.

				“Just some work stuff,” I say. “And I appreciate the concern, but I promise you don’t need to worry about me.”

				“I have a lot of shit going on with my family right now. And not just with Jack. Sam is struggling, Alysse is...” He pauses, a frustrated look crossing his face. “Well, Alysse is doing what Alysse does best, but she may make us all crazy in the process.” He tries to laugh, but it’s without mirth, and I can hear the truth behind it—they’re all broken right now.

				An ache settles into my gut, and I wrap my arms around my waist. I need to get out of the car, but I can’t make myself open the door.

				“But that doesn’t mean I can’t be a sounding board for my friends. Hell, it would be a nice distraction from my own shit.” He then quickly adds, “Not that I want there to be anything wrong. I think you know what I mean.” He’s looking at me so earnestly, like whatever I say will be exactly right. Like I can tell him anything.

				“I’m not sleeping well.” It spills out of me, and surprised, I turn back to look at my house so I don’t have to look at him.

				“Why not? The work stuff you mentioned?”

				The ache grows, spreads up into my throat, but I know I’m going to tell him the truth. Because the car is warm, I have nowhere to be, and I’m all at once tired with pretending everything is okay when it isn’t. I shake my head. “I’ve been having nightmares. About my high school best friend, Paige.” I look down at my hands, am near tears. “She died when we were sixteen.”

				“I’m so sorry,” Andrew murmurs. “That must have been so hard for you.” He turns the music off, and the car grows silent. I want to keep talking, to fill the quiet.

				“It was, but not only because she died and I lost my best friend.” I take a deep breath, and it catches in my throat. “I don’t know why I’m telling you any of this. It happened forever ago.”

				“It’s my journalistic superpower,” Andrew says, and I smile. “I’ve never had a source clam up on me. They always sent me into the tough cases.”

				“That must be it,” I murmur, the smile fading from my lips. Stop, Meg, a voice inside me says. But I don’t, and my deep, dark secret suddenly pours out of me. “I’m the reason Paige died,” I whisper. “It was my fault.”

				Andrew shifts closer to me, his brow furrowed in concern as the tears I can’t keep in stream down my face. Later I’ll be mortified by what happened in the car, but it won’t just be me breaking down in front of Andrew or sharing what happened the night Paige died. Those things will be the least of my worries. “I’m sure that’s not true.”

				He pulls a tissue from a box in the armrest and presses it into my hand, holding it there for a beat longer than necessary. I’m swept back to when Mom held my hand through Paige’s funeral service, her fingers strong and sure against mine. But that day, no matter how tightly she held on, she couldn’t protect me from the horror of watching my sixteen-year-old best friend be laid to rest. When I saw Paige’s father collapse against her closed coffin, toppling the framed picture of a smiling, tanned Paige that sat on top, saw our friends sobbing in the pews, I knew someone had to take responsibility for all of this pain. I also understood it had to be me, because even if I wasn’t driving the car that night, she was there because of me. Just like Jack had been.

				Andrew’s hand retreats, and I press the tissue to my eyes, leaning back against the headrest. “There was this guy. Graydon McCollum,” I whisper, closing my eyes, remembering...
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				I leaned into the bathroom mirror, stroking the shamrock-green mascara up, up, up my lashes. Beside me, Paige pouted her lips, applying a layer of silver-hued gloss over her lipstick—the kind that starts blue in the tube and changes according to your mood, which always seemed to be bubble gum-pink for “Feeling Flirty.”

				“Did you get the stuff?” she asked, smacking her lips together to distribute the shimmery gloss.

				“Uh-huh,” I replied, concentrating on getting the lashes at the corners of my eyes. The bathroom fan was on, so I wasn’t worried about my parents overhearing us even if they happened to walk by. “No way they’ll notice it’s gone. We’re good.” The bottle of blue curaçao, likely a gift from a long-ago housewarming party or another celebratory event, had been tucked at the back of Mom and Dad’s liquor cabinet, covered in a layer of dust and with only a finger of alcohol missing.

				Paige jumped up on the Formica countertop and leaned against the mirror while I turned my attention to the other eye. “Wonder who will be there tonight,” she said, tucking her hands under her faded jean-clad thighs and kicking her feet back and forth.

				“Stop moving everything,” I said, irritated when a blob of mascara landed in my eyebrow. “Probably everyone.” But I didn’t care about “everyone.” And as I wiped the mascara from my brow and started applying the wand to my other eyelashes, I thought of the only person I hoped would be there.

				The party was at Roger Newton’s house, which was mansion-sized and had both a pool and a pond, which we used to ice-skate on during our younger year birthday parties—back when cake and presents were the highlight of a party. There were also pinball machines in the basement, a slushie maker in the kitchen, and the best part about Roger’s house was that it was frequently parentless on Saturday nights. His folks had a full social calendar, were liberal and relaxed about parenting, and trusted Roger and his older brother, John, far more than they should have.

				Roger’s parents never hid the booze when they were away and usually left money for pizza. To be fair, they only ever thought Roger and John had a few people over at a time to watch a movie and eat pizza, and both the pool and pond were off-limits while they weren’t home. But none of that ever stopped any of us—swimming, sometimes without suits, depending on the kind of night it turned out to be, was a frequent summer party event at the Newton’s place—and Roger and John’s parties were epic, the kind you reminisce about years later.

				Paige and I were sixteen, precocious with naivety and our immature egos. On weekend nights, when our parents believed we were at the late show at the cinema or sleeping over at each other’s houses, we did what teenagers do best—indulge our impulses. Our mantra back then was to have fun first and worry about the consequences later.

				I pulled back from the mirror and tilted my head slightly, taking in my vibrant lashes that made my blue eyes pop under the vanity lighting. “Okay, just let me grab my bag.” I’d packed as though I was sleeping over at Paige’s place—the liquor bottle carefully wrapped in a pair of sweatpants—and Paige’s own overnight bag was still in her car. We would either sleep at Roger’s place, which had plenty of extra beds, or we’d stumble back to one of our friends’ houses when the party let out. Either way, our parents weren’t expecting us home until morning, and I remember the thrill of anticipation at the freedom that came with that lie.

				After a quick goodbye to my mom and dad—whose eyebrows rose perceptibly at the amount of mascara on my lashes, likely thinking it was a bit heavy for the movies—we jumped in Paige’s car, an older VW Rabbit she bought with money her grandmother left her when she died, and drove the ten minutes it took to get to Roger’s house.

				The Newtons’ house was in what we referred to as “the country,” though it was only a couple of miles out of the subdivision I lived in. But Roger’s nearest neighbor was far enough away that the loud music streaming from the house and the long driveway packed with cars didn’t arouse suspicion or warrant a call to the police for a noise complaint. We were about the tenth car to arrive, parking behind a familiar vehicle with a license plate that read, “GOFISHN”—Graydon’s dad’s pickup truck. He owned a local contraction company and was fanatical about fly-fishing and his son’s football career. My heart fluttered wildly in my chest when I saw the license plate, wondering what this night had in store for me.

				Graydon was a grade ahead of me, and I had been harboring a secret crush on him for the past year. Popular and handsome, Graydon was the star quarterback who also played tuba for the school’s band, which is when I first became acutely aware of his presence.

				I’d joined the band a year earlier with the flute my mom had bought at a secondhand music store in Boston, insisting I learn to play an instrument. I noticed Graydon right away—he was hard to miss. Tall and strong, he held the massive tuba easily on his lap and on my first day of band practice gave me a smile that felt like it existed only for me. But though I noticed him immediately, I suspected I would remain invisible to him. I was a shy fifteen-year-old who only gave closed-mouth smiles, which Paige said made me seem pissed off, thanks to an unfortunate retainer. Plus, I had zero athletic ability—why would the gorgeous quarterback notice me?

				After one practice I stood to leave the music room and missed a step at the top of the stairs, awkwardly stumbling to find my footing again. I had only one wish: that my bandmates, and especially Graydon, were too busy packing up their instruments to notice my fall.

				But the room was still full and everyone witnessed my tumble down the entire set of stairs. It was Graydon who jumped up to help first, grabbing me under my armpits (damp from the heat of the music room) and hoisting me upright. He even offered to walk me to the school nurse so she could take a look at my rapidly swelling ankle, which is when I learned Graydon wasn’t only gorgeous—he was kind and caring, too.

				However, there were two problems with Graydon. One, though we’d become friends after the band-practice tumble and often hung out and flirted at parties, I couldn’t figure out how he felt about me. And two, I knew Paige was smitten with Graydon, as well. I’d never admitted, not even to her, how I felt, because she beat me to it. Paige was my best friend, and best friends don’t try to steal each other’s crushes.

				“Good. Graydon’s here,” Paige said, turning the car off and palming the key. She swiveled in her seat to reach her bag out of the back seat and pulled out her lipstick, shoving it into her jeans pocket before opening the door. “Tonight’s the night, Maggie. I know it.”

				I smiled (my retainer gone four months ago) though inside I wilted, knowing Paige would get exactly what she wanted. That’s just how things worked out for Paige—she was a go-getter, a doer, someone who declared her intentions and then made them happen as if by magic. I longed to be just like her, and yet understood I never would be.

				But as we walked into the party, the nearly full bottle of blue alcohol clutched in my hands, I made a decision to take charge and find out if Graydon liked me once and for all, before Paige got to him first.

				I justified my manipulation by telling myself I liked Graydon more than Paige did. I heard the excitement in her voice when she’d say his name, but for her it seemed all about getting that coveted quarterback kiss, or having him want her more than she wanted him. It went much deeper for me—I didn’t just want to kiss Graydon McCollum one night at a party. I imagined what it would be like to hold his hand, to show everyone he had chosen me, to go to school dances and cheer him on at football games and maybe even fall so deeply in love we would never again be apart. But Paige was always the lucky one out of the two of us, never having to work too hard for anything, whether it was a boy’s attention or a good grade or the lead in the school musical, and so I also felt—as the underdog—that I deserved Graydon more than she did. It was my turn, I decided, as I took a long swig of blue from the bottle in my hands, my throat closing slightly with the sting of alcohol.

				The party was already in full swing when we got there, and within moments of our arrival the bottle of blue curaçao was being poured into a row of shot glasses on the Newtons’ coffee table. I told myself not to drink too much, so I could keep my wits about me when I finally found a way to get Graydon, who had joined us for a few shots, alone. We all did four shots in as many minutes, and after each one Graydon gave me that smile. The one that made me forget everything else.

				After the fourth shot, chased by a red plastic cup of keg beer, I knew I had to slow down. I was getting too fuzzy, my fingers and tips of my ears starting to tingle and hum with the alcohol. Paige was a “fun” drunk, and I could tell she was feeling good—her face flushing, her eyes taking longer to open when she blinked, her smile wide and warm and impossible to ignore. She took off her shirt so she was only dressed in a tank top, and I saw how the boys around the table noticed her more then. Graydon included. Something uncomfortable settled into my gut, and to distract myself I poured the next round of shots—Midori, a neon-green liqueur that was gag-sweet but also unpopular in parents’ liquor cabinets, as my blue bottle was now empty.

				I never drank that fifth shot (or the sixth, seventh, eight, ninth...) tossing it instead over my shoulder while everyone else threw their heads back to drain the small but nearly overfull shot glasses. I thought I was so clever, that no one would notice. And they didn’t.

				As the green liqueur disappeared quickly, Paige got progressively drunker, as did everyone else around the table. Graydon seemed better able to hold his liquor, likely due to his size, and once all the bottles—blue, green and a half-filled bottle of white rum—were consumed, we stumbled out onto the back deck where someone was making bottle tokes, and Roger barbecued hamburgers in his boxers. Graydon grabbed a burger, and I considered, but ultimately turned down, the bottle toke passed to me, then he asked me to take a walk with him, and I thought for sure he’d be able to see my heart beating furiously through the thin cotton of my shirt when I said yes.

				I forgot all about Paige when Graydon grabbed my hand under the shadow of the night and pulled me around the corner of the house. Didn’t even consider if she was okay when he pressed up against me, kissing me the way I’d always pictured when I watched his lips work around the mouthpiece of his tuba. Never imagined while I let Graydon lead me to his dad’s pickup, where we lay down on a blanket in the back, that in less than three hours all our lives would change forever. And not because of what I gladly and without much thought gave up to him that night, on an itchy wool picnic blanket that left hives across my back afterward.

				We were lying there, undressed from the waist down, still tangled together, when we heard people shouting. I sat up quickly—too quickly—and banged my head on the truck’s roof, both of us giggling, still drunk, as Graydon clumsily rubbed the spot on my crown to dull the ache. We shimmied back into our pants, and Graydon tossed the used condom out the window.

				Soon we understood what the shouting was all about—the police had been called, and we all had to get out of there, fast. Kids were spilling out of the Newtons’ house, jumping into cars or running down the road, through a nearby field laughing and singing drunkenly loud as they did. The air was electric with our teenage tomfoolery, and I wasn’t immune to the thrill of it. I didn’t want the night to end.

				“Mags,” Paige said, finding me standing with Graydon near his truck, where a whole slew of muscled football players were piling into the back. She had the hiccups, wobbled as she tried to stand upright. “Don’t think I can drive.” That was an understatement. Her eyes couldn’t focus on me, her words slurry. I was about to tell her to hop in Graydon’s truck with me—we were all heading to one of the footballer’s houses, his parents at someone’s cabin for the weekend—when Graydon leaned across the seat from the driver’s side. “Meg, we’ve got to jet.” I looked in the front seat, saw one tiny space left—just enough for my small butt to squeeze in beside Graydon.

				I grabbed Paige by the arm, shook her a little as her body waved like a flag in the breeze. “Can you find a ride? Paige?” I glanced around quickly, saw an idling, candy-apple red Ford Escort nearby with a few people I recognized getting inside. “There. Go with Josh.” I shoved her toward Josh Hoyt’s Escort, the front passenger door still open. Glancing quickly inside the car I saw Josh at the wheel. He had been part of our shot group, and I knew he shouldn’t be driving either. Hell, none of us should have been behind the wheel. But he seemed okay, even buckling his seat belt, and so in all of my sixteen-year-old wisdom I decided it would be fine.

				Paige wrapped her arms around my neck, and mixed in with the peach cobbler hair gel smell, I could tell that she’d vomited already at some point in the evening. But then Graydon honked, and I untangled her from my neck, pushing her into the car. Josh grinned, turned the music up loud, and the whole car started singing along.

				“I’ll see you at the party, okay?” I shouted near Paige’s ear, tucking her legs in and slamming the door, anxious to get back to Graydon. Already worried he would forget about me if I wasn’t ever-present. Paige leaned against the door, her head hanging partially out of the open window. She smiled. “Love you, bestie,” she slurred, as Josh put the car in Drive and squealed away. It didn’t occur to me to buckle her seat belt. I was too worried about claiming my own seat, beside Graydon.

				I jumped into the truck, practically on Graydon’s lap because of the tight squeeze, and nuzzled against him. He pulled out to follow Josh, planting a somewhat sloppy kiss on my temple and murmuring something sweet in my ear. I felt warm inside, particularly between my thighs. I wondered what would come next for us, when I could call him my boyfriend. It was one of the happiest moments of my life.

				But a mile down the road things got too dark, too twisty for a barely licensed and intoxicated teenager named Josh Hoyt. One minute his car’s wheels were in line with the road, gripping the gravel despite the high speeds, and the next the apple-red Escort was sliding sideways—fast, billows of gravel dust flying behind the car Josh no longer had control of. And as the rest of us in Graydon’s truck watched, horrified, the Escort crashed into a giant oak tree that seemed to come out of nowhere, the sounds of crushing metal filling the starry darkness.

				Graydon hit his brakes, and I slammed into the dashboard, my breath knocked out of me. My face was only inches away from the windshield, which gave me a front-row view of the accident happening in front of us. The truck’s headlights were perfect spotlights to capture the final moments of Paige’s life as she soared spectacularly through the front windshield of that Escort, headfirst, with arms out at her sides like a bird in flight.
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				I’m trembling now despite the car’s heat, feeling sick to my stomach from the memory of that night, from everything that came after—the funeral, the media frenzy, the trial, the grief, the realization that some decisions have consequences you’ll never escape.

				“Nearly everyone in the car was hurt, some pretty badly.” I think of Josh, who essentially shattered every bone in his body below his waist. And Nicky, who had a head injury she never fully recovered from. And Nicky’s boyfriend, Chris, who miraculously only ended up with a broken wrist. “Only Paige died,” I say. She was the only one not wearing a seat belt. At least in that car. I’m having a hard time catching my breath, and my words come out at half strength.

				Without warning, Andrew pulls me to him and rubs my back, the way he might a child terrified by a bad dream. “It is not your fault, Meg,” he whispers into my ear, and I close my eyes. “There’s a difference between making a stupid decision when you’re a teenager and being responsible for something so terrible happening.”

				Which is exactly what my mom had said to me. When I couldn’t get out of bed the morning of Paige’s funeral, my grief-stricken brain unable to make my limbs work together, Mom got in beside me and tucked the blanket up under our chins, where we lay for a long time in silence. “Secrets can be like a poison, Margaret. Better out than in, my love,” she had finally said. So I tearfully told her about Graydon, about forcing Paige into Josh’s car, and like Andrew just did, she assured me the accident was not my doing—even if I felt responsible. “It may be hard to understand right now, Margaret, but you need to forgive yourself. Believe it or not, you still deserve happiness.” Then she helped me get ready, tugging my nylons up one leg at a time, buttoning my dress as I stood still, like a young child without the dexterity to dress myself.

				Andrew sits back so he can see my face, and wipes the tears from my cheeks. His fingers are gentle, cool against my hot cheeks. The moment is intimate, and something shifts between us. Like suddenly the boundaries you set with friends of the opposite gender no longer exist.

				I’m thinking how it’s time to get out of the car now, to say good-night, when Andrew leans in and kisses me. Like it’s the most natural, obvious thing to do.

				For one, inexplicable moment I’m lost in what’s happening, his soft and urgent, yet unfamiliar, lips on mine. But then I remember where I am, who he is (and is not), and I pull away from him so quickly I hit my head hard against the passenger window, crying out.

				“Are you okay?” Andrew asks, looking as shocked as I feel, his hands reaching for my head.

				I push his hands away, ignore the sharp throbbing in my head. “I have to go.” I scramble for the door and open it quickly, tumbling out into the street in the process.

				“Meg, I’m sorry,” Andrew says out the open door, rubbing a hand across his forehead, creased with worry. “I don’t know what happened. I’m...I’m confused. Things are hard right now. With Alysse. I’m sorry.”

				“I have to go,” I say again, ignoring how pained he looks as he watches me slam the door and hurry up the steps to the house. I still can’t catch my breath, the imprint of Andrew’s lips lingering on mine. Without a glance back I grab my keys from my purse and unlock my front door, quickly shutting it behind me.

				My heart pounds as I stand on the other side of the front door, leaning heavily against it. I haven’t turned on any lights, and the foyer is dark and quiet.

				What the hell just happened?

				Andrew kissed me.

				My head spins, and I push away from the door, glancing back through the glass panels that frame the front door. Andrew’s car is still there, and I wonder why he hasn’t driven away yet. I jump when my phone beeps in my purse, signaling a text message. Glancing at the screen, I see it’s from Andrew.

				I’m sorry

				When I look back out at the dark street, Andrew’s car is gone, the streetlight creating a puddle of light in its place.

				“Hey.”

				I scream, drop my phone—which clatters to the tile floor—and jump back, my lower back connecting painfully with the door knob. Light floods the foyer, and I see Ryan, standing in his gym shorts and T-shirt, looking part amused, part apologetic.

				He bends over and picks up my phone, which fell screen side down, and that’s when I remember Andrew’s message. I lunge for my phone and grab it from his hands before he can flip it over. “Whoa. Meg,” he says, surprised by my sudden move. “Did it smash again?”

				I glance at the screen, see it thankfully intact, and tuck it into my back pocket. “No, it’s fine,” I say, still out of breath. I put my hand over my heart, as if the breathlessness is from being surprised like that. “You scared me. I thought you weren’t home for at least another hour.”

				“Sorry,” he says, stepping forward to give me a quick kiss. “Jamie pulled a hamstring halfway through our court time. Besides, I thought you knew I was home. My car’s in the garage.” He starts back toward the kitchen, then turns and looks at me curiously. “Hey, why did you come through the front door instead of the garage?”

				Right. My car, sitting dead outside the bungalow. My mind is swimming, and as ridiculous as it sounds, I’m worried if I mention Andrew’s name, Ryan will see right through me and know something happened.

				“The engine light warning thing,” I say, taking off my boots and lining them up inside the closet, purposefully avoiding looking at him. “My car wouldn’t start after I showed Andrew Beckett the last listing. Remember I said I was helping them find another house? For Jack?”

				He crosses his arms over his chest, and I can see his biceps stretching the thin cotton of his gray T-shirt. “Right. How’s Andrew doing?”

				“Good.” I rearrange a few pairs of Audrey’s shoes, then busy myself with the zipper on my boots. “Well, pretty good. Better than I would be.”

				Ryan nods. “So when did the warning light come on?”

				I shrug, not wanting to admit it was nearly a week ago. “Yesterday, I think?” I click the closet door shut and press a hand to the back pocket of my jeans, where my phone rests. “I’ll call for a tow in the morning. I don’t need to be at the office first thing.” My stomach drops, thinking of facing Tom and my colleagues after Saturday’s screwup.

				“We could go back now,” Ryan says. “Audrey asked if she could stay at Kendall’s for a bit after dinner, so it’s just you and me.”

				I don’t even bother commenting on how Audrey is still supposed to be grounded, and what kind of parents are we if we can’t enforce such a basic thing, because I’m too distracted by everything else. Ryan steps closer, bends his head and kisses me, and in horror I realize I’m thinking about the differences in how Andrew’s lips felt on mine only minutes ago. Not better, just different from my husband’s—whose mouth is the only one I’ve kissed for the past twenty-four years.

				“Actually, I have a bit of a headache,” I say. “I want to get into my jammies and not move for the rest of the night. We can leave the car until tomorrow.”

				“Sure,” he says. “You can take my car in the morning. I can get a lift with Jamie. We’re both on call.” I’ve not met Jamie yet, but he and Ryan play squash weekly.

				“Okay, just going to change. Be down in a few.” Once in our bedroom, I quickly slip into my pajamas and then sit on the bed staring at my phone. I can’t decide if I should answer the message, or ignore it—at least for the time being. Thinking of Andrew’s plaintiff “I’m confused” as I stumbled out of the car, I decide he’s been through enough, and the last thing he needs is to worry about me. So I type it’s okay, but then promptly delete it. Because in truth I’m not sure if things are okay.

				With a deep breath I delete Andrew’s original text, turn my phone off and leave it on my bedside table before heading back downstairs to my waiting husband.

				* * *

				I tense when Ryan slides a hand into my pajama bottoms. He’s had a couple of glasses of wine, and his hands have been casually roaming for the past half hour or so. Normally this would be a welcome development to our evening, but tonight I’m struggling to even stay focused on the made-for-television movie and our conversation, which has run the gamut between work stuff, whether this is the year we try to make the “turducken” (a chicken stuffed into a duck, stuffed into a turkey—a combination that is both intriguing and disgusting) Ryan has always wanted to try for Thanksgiving dinner—and Audrey’s sixteenth birthday present. Ryan thinks we should gift her his Audi, which is nearing the end of its lease, and I am adamant we will not be giving her a car. For one thing, it’s an enormously extravagant gift—something that doesn’t faze Ryan, who cares little about the optics of giving your child a car at sixteen—and for another, I don’t want her having unlimited access to a car at her age.

				But even though my mind is locked down, still spinning around the car kiss and Andrew, my body responds to Ryan’s touch. I try to quiet the part of my brain that tells me I should tell Ryan what happened and be done with it. But then his hand moves more urgently, my breath comes faster, and I can’t hang on to the thought. But I also can’t get over the edge, despite Ryan’s tried-and-true skills.

				A moment later I gently put my hand over top of his, stopping him. “Sorry, babe, it’s just not going to happen tonight.”

				“Challenge accepted.” He smiles coyly and slowly unties the drawstring to my pants before pulling them over my hips and to my knees. I let him start, kissing a trail across my stomach, my hip bones, dipping his chin below...

				“Stop,” I say, a little more urgently than I intended.

				“Really?” Ryan asks, his eyes drooping slightly as he gazes up at me, his cheeks flushed due to the wine and the task at hand. He looks genuinely surprised. And why wouldn’t he be? This is incredibly out of character, especially because I know my body has responded in a way that tells him I’m enjoying what he’s doing.

				I arch away from him and pull my pants back up, tying the drawstring tight, then lie back against the pillows on the couch. “My head is pounding.”

				He wiggles his eyebrows. “Orgasms can help with that, you know. It’s a medical fact.”

				“I think I’m too hungry to orgasm. Seriously.” We haven’t eaten dinner, and my stomach feels sour, though I know it isn’t only from a lack of food.

				He laughs, his eyes crinkling around the edges the way I love. “Okay, let’s get some food in you. I’m actually starving, too.” He gets up and I hear a drawer open. “Chinese, Indian or pizza?” he calls out.

				“Pizza,” I shout back.

				He walks back in holding a glass of ice water with two pills in the other. “Here,” he says, handing them both to me. I take a gulp of water to get the pills down, even though I don’t actually have a headache. “That should help. I’ll order the pie. Do you have your phone? I’m not sure where mine is.”

				“Sure, I’ll go grab it,” I say, swinging my legs over the edge of the couch and standing. Ryan pours himself another glass of wine, and it crosses my mind that recently he’s been drinking more. But I know the clinic has him wound up—it’s a huge expense and a risky venture—and Ryan relaxes best through sweating at the gym and drinking good Boston IPA—so I don’t mention it.

				Upstairs I turn on my phone, another text from Andrew flashing up on the screen.

				Forgive me. I’m a mess. Sorry again

				I quickly type back the message I should have sent right away.

				It’s okay. I understand things are not easy right now. Nothing to forgive

				For a moment my finger hovers over the Send button, then I tap it, delete the text conversation and try to put it all out of my mind.
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				The doorbell rings right as I’m digging around in the fridge, making a mental list of what I need to pick up for tonight’s dinner with Danny and Sarit.

				“Can you get that?” Ryan shouts down the stairs, and I can tell his mouth is full of toothpaste the way his words are garbled. With a sigh I shut the fridge and head to the front door, shaking out my still wet hair as I do. I’m dressed, but my face is still bare, and I need a solid fifteen minutes with my blow-dryer. Audrey’s sitting in the living room, finishing a yogurt and watching a television show where teenagers shout insults at one another over a laugh track. “Audrey, in the kitchen.” I’ve long had a “nothing sticky or drippy” rule for eating on the living room couch, though I’ve become more lax about it recently. However, I’m not in a great mood this morning—up half the night, my mind churning too much for sleep—and not yet feeling the relief of caffeine.

				Audrey mumbles something in an ornery tone, and though I can’t hear what she says, her irritation comes through loud and clear. But at least she moves into the kitchen. I consider commenting how for a kid who’s supposed to be grounded she’s been out a lot recently—even though when she asked if she could see Sam tonight after dinner I said no—but decide not to engage in this battle this morning.

				Opening the door, expecting to see Ryan’s colleague Jamie, I’m surprised to find a woman about my age standing there. She’s bundled in a down bomber jacket, a dusty blue that matches her eyes, and I notice faded green scrubs underneath her coat. “Hi, you must be Meg,” she says, smiling. “We haven’t met in person. I’m Jasmine Trotter. Jamie.”

				I shiver, standing only in a cardigan sweater and black slacks—it’s mid-November but the air has started to smell like snow—and stare at her, trying to reconcile that Ryan’s colleague and squash buddy “Jamie,” one of the partners in his new business venture, is a woman.

				Just then I feel Ryan’s hands on my shoulders, and I jump. “Hey, Jamie,” he says. “Glad you two are finally meeting.”

				“Me, too,” Jamie says, looking even prettier now, though I’m not sure what’s changed.

				“How’s the hamstring?” Ryan asks, gathering his stuff, putting on his coat, not noticing I’ve yet to say anything.

				“Much better than my ego,” she replies. “Give me a couple of days and then it’s on.” They banter easily, and for a moment it’s as though I’m not even there. I still haven’t said a word, which is becoming uncomfortable at least for me. So I quickly step toward Jamie and wrap her in a hug, which is awkward but just happens before I think about what I’m doing. “So nice to meet you, Jamie,” I finally say, releasing her. “Wow, it’s hard to believe we’ve never met, isn’t it?”

				I’m grinning like a fool, but Jamie—either because she’s kind or maybe because she doesn’t notice my discomfort—nods and continues smiling. “It is. I’m looking forward to dinner next weekend.”

				“Oh, me, too. Me, too.”

				Ryan’s outside the house now, standing beside Jamie. I glance between them, have a surge of jealousy I’m not sure what to do with, then quickly move past it. “Well, I better get back in there. Still not ready for work.” I touch my damp hair, the ends crimping with the cold, and wish it looked as shiny and smooth as Jamie’s polished ponytail.

				“That’s a definite perk of this job,” Jamie says, laughing. “I get to just shower and show up.”

				It’s true she seems not to be wearing makeup, which does nothing to diminish how attractive she is. I smile wanly, and kiss Ryan goodbye before they head to her car parked in the driveway, Jamie limping slightly as they do and Ryan mocking her again for her “age-induced” injury. Hell, she can’t be more than thirty-five, I think, while I watch her favor her left leg. They chat easily as they open the doors, and Ryan throws his head back and laughs heartily at something she says out of my earshot. He waves to me as she backs her Mini Cooper out of the driveway, and then they’re gone.

				* * *

				After I drive a still sullen Audrey to school and wait for the truck to tow my useless car to the dealership, I send Tom a quick email to explain the car trouble and that I’ll be in by one, after a late morning showing. Then I sit at the kitchen table with a fresh cup of coffee and plan a grocery list. In between scouring the cupboards and fridge, again, to see the state of our food, I get a text from Julie who tries to convince me to meet her for a yoga class—No thanks. Hate yoga, remember? I respond, to which she sends back a happy face followed by an emoticon of a cat sitting in the lotus position—another from Audrey to replace the exorbitantly priced vegan shampoo she uses, and one from Danny about timing for dinner.

				There’s nothing from Andrew, though every time my phone beeps with an incoming text my heart rate picks up. I’m on edge, anticipating what he might say if he does text, all the while thinking that Ryan never specified Jamie’s gender, and if I should read into that.

				I go to send Andrew a message a half dozen times, just to make sure he’s okay, but stop myself each time. While I grocery shop before my showing, I try to think up an excuse for why I might need to be in touch—I’m hoping Jack’s having a better day; I’ve found a great gluten-free fusilli Alysse might like; we’d love to have Sam over for dinner; a new listing that sounds ideal for them has popped up—and then ask myself why I’m so determined to instigate communication between us.

				No further enlightened by checkout time, I decide I’m overthinking things and, after I load the bagged groceries into Ryan’s car, compose a text. You okay? Happy to deliver pumpkin scones if needed.

				Feeling bolstered by my decision to not let what happened in the car affect anything, I hit Send, then check the time. “Shit,” I say, peeling out of the parking lot so I’m not late for my client.

				* * *

				While Ryan enlightens Sarit and Danny on 3D prenatal ultrasound technology (Danny wants to do it, Sarit is adamant they won’t) Audrey helps me clear the table and get dessert ready.

				I’m making Eton Mess—the easiest and least flashy, yet most delicious dessert out there—and have tasked Audrey with crumbling the meringue. I’m slicing strawberries to mix in with the whipped cream and crumbled meringue, and Audrey sits across the island from me, looking as though she’d like to be anywhere but here.

				“What’s up?” I ask, glancing at her briefly before going back to my strawberry slicing.

				“Nothing,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. She’s breaking up the meringue into too-small pieces, but I hold my tongue because at least she’s helping without much of a fuss tonight.

				“How’s Sam doing?” I feel badly for telling her she can’t see him outside of school, remembering Andrew’s comment at the town hall meeting about how glad he is Sam has Audrey.

				“Fine.” She keeps her eyes on the meringue.

				I give in. “Maybe if it’s okay with your dad, you can have him over for dinner this weekend?”

				She shrugs. “Sure.” Her tone is flat, and I realize the direct approach is likely best if I want more than a one-word answer.

				“Is everything all right, Aud?”

				“Everything’s fine, Mom.” Her words are laced with irritation.

				“Well, okay. You just seem a bit off.”

				“What does that even mean?” she asks. “‘Off?’ It sounds like I’ve gone bad or something.”

				I laugh. “It means you seem not yourself,” I reply. “Anything you want to talk about?”

				I purposefully keep my eyes on the cutting board. I’ve often used this tactic with Audrey, when I want to talk with her about something a little delicate. If she’s busy focusing on something, like breaking a large meringue disc into bite-sized chunks, she’s more apt to talk than if I confront her straight on.

				She sighs deeply. “Are these pieces too small?” she asks. I look over at the pile she’s creating in the large glass bowl. Definitely too small.

				“Perfect,” I say. “How’s the paper these days?” She’s also been unusually quiet about the school newspaper and didn’t even engage with her uncle tonight when he asked her what she’s working on. He loves to encourage her, getting into deep discussions about the state of media, the responsibility of journalists, and normally she adores these conversations with him. But tonight she answered “nothing interesting,” which made Danny’s eyebrows rise and made me pause my fork of scalloped potatoes halfway to my mouth.

				“Same as always,” she answers, not giving me anything else. “I’m not sure I want to be a journalist anymore.”

				“Oh?” I ask, trying to look nonchalant. This has been Audrey’s dream job for as long as I can remember—something that has made Danny’s chest puff out with pride—and so it comes as a pretty big shock for her to announce it like she announces we’re out of yogurt. “How come? Did something happen?”

				“No,” she says, rubbing her hands together over the glass bowl to release the fine layer of meringue crumbs coating her palms. “I quit.”

				“Quit what?” I stop cutting. “The paper?”

				She nods and dips a finger into the whipped cream.

				“When? Why?”

				“Last Friday,” she says. “Want me to stir the whipped cream in?”

				I’m about to say, “No, I do not want you to stir the whipped cream in. I want you to tell me what the hell is going on with you,” when a strong wave of exhaustion moves through me. It’s as though the floor shifts underneath me, and I close my eyes and lean against the counter. I need to get some sleep.

				“Mom? What are you doing?” Audrey looks at me like I’ve grown another head.

				“Nothing.” I shake my head, blink a few times.

				“You’re bleeding,” she says, pointing to my hand. I look down and see a small cut right on the pad of my index finger. I must have pierced the skin with the tip of the knife. I curse the sharpness of my knives as a rivulet of blood lazily makes it way down my finger.

				I grab a paper towel, pressing it against the bloodied spot. “It’s fine. I just need a Band-Aid.”

				“More like a knife skills class,” Audrey mumbles.

				“Shush,” I say. “Finish up the meringue.”

				I’m rummaging through the junk drawer, trying to find something other than the Barbie bandages I bought at Costco for Audrey years ago, when Ryan walks in. He’s laughing, saying over his shoulder as he comes through the doorway, “I’m not even going to touch that one, Danny.”

				“Touch what one?” I ask, still rummaging.

				“Just the age-old argument about who gets to choose the baby’s name.” He pops a whole strawberry into his mouth, chews while he watches me. “What are you looking for?”

				“A Band-Aid,” I mutter, giving up and grabbing one of the bubble-gum-pink strips, Barbie’s smiling face and sweeping blond locks emblazoned prominently despite the bandage’s small size. “Although I don’t think I need it anymore.” I glance at the cut, which only oozes pinpricks of blood now.

				“Here,” Ryan says, taking the strip and stretching it over the small cut, fitting it snugly around the tip of my finger. “Eton Mess isn’t as good with blood.”

				“Ewww, that’s revolting, Dad,” Audrey says, scowling at the bowl like the whole dessert is now ruined.

				“Thanks a lot,” I say to Ryan, and he grabs another few strawberries and asks if I want him to take over the slicing.

				“You should,” Audrey says, continuing to crumble the meringue into too small pieces. “Mom got all pale and then, like, stabbed herself. Next time she might cut her finger right off.”

				“Well, we wouldn’t want that,” Ryan says, turning his gaze on me. “Hand it over, Meg. I’ll take it from here.”

				“Honestly, Audrey,” I say. I slice up the last two strawberries. “Done. Fingers intact. Nothing to get your knickers in a knot over.”

				Audrey rolls her eyes. “Why do you always have to be so weird?”

				I stir the strawberries into the cream and crumbled meringue, then hand the bowl of Eton Mess to Audrey. “Here. I’ll bring the bowls.” She takes the dessert from me and, with a toss of her head, lets out a short annoyed sigh before going back into the dining room.

				“What’s with her?” Ryan asks, helping me get the dessert bowls from the cupboard.

				I decide now’s not the time to mention that Audrey quit the newspaper—we can have that conversation once Danny and Sarit head home. “Her mother is weird and says things like ‘knickers in a knot.’ Didn’t you get the memo?” Ryan laughs, and I nudge the door with my hip, my finger throbbing slightly under the too-tight Barbie bandage.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				23

				Soon after dessert Audrey says she needs to work on a school project, and we excuse her. It occurs to me she’s trying to avoid talking about the newspaper bombshell she dropped while crumbling meringue, but I know it’s not the time to confront her. Danny and Sarit stay for another hour or so, and then Ryan and I are left with the dishes and some time to talk.

				“So, Audrey quit the newspaper,” I say, rinsing the plates and handing them to Ryan to load into the dishwasher.

				“What do you mean she quit the newspaper?” He pauses midway between the dishwasher and my waiting hand. “Why?”

				“She didn’t say. I’m not sure what’s going on with her right now.”

				“Huh. That’s bizarre. She loves the paper.”

				“I know,” I say. “Hey, could you get the gum out of my bag?” I hold my dripping wet hands over the sink and point with an elbow toward my purse on the counter. “Sarit’s Caesar salad is amazing, but I swear she thinks a bulb of garlic is actually a clove. I think I have a pack in there.”

				“Sure,” Ryan replies, putting the last plate in the dishwasher before digging around in my purse.

				I’m back to thinking about Audrey. “She’s also been pretty quiet about Sam, and I’m not sure what’s going on there. I don’t know if all this angst is her hitting the teen years full stride, or if—”

				“What are these?” Ryan asks, and I turn to look at him. He’s frowning, a small pill bottle in his hand. Julie’s pill bottle.

				I go back to scrubbing the cutlery, keep my tone light. “Ambien.”

				“Meg, I know what they are. I’m wondering why you have Julie’s prescription medication in your purse. Have you been taking them?”

				I sigh, exasperated. “Good lord, Ryan. It’s a mild sleeping pill. Julie gave them to me at the town hall meeting because I’ve been having some trouble sleeping.

				“And I haven’t taken any,” I add, though I’ve actually taken one: last night, after Andrew kissed me and I still wasn’t asleep when the clock read 2:00 a.m. I was still awake an hour later, and the pill left me feeling foggy and a little nauseated this morning. I’d been planning to return the bottle to Julie, deciding Ambien wasn’t the answer.

				Ryan pulls a stool up to the island, still with the pill bottle in his hand. He watches as I wipe down the counters, the Barbie bandage sliding off my now-wet hands, a little pink circle on the counter. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

				I shrug. “Life’s a bit chaotic at the moment,” I say, purposefully avoiding his gaze. I wipe the kitchen table, even though it’s clean. “Or maybe it’s hormonal. That’s what Julie thinks.”

				I throw the cloth toward the sink, and Ryan catches it, rinsing it and wringing it out before tossing it back to me. “And I didn’t mention it yesterday, but there was a hiccup with the open house.”

				“What kind of hiccup?” Ryan asks, tapping the pill bottle against the countertop. It’s unconscious, but I wish he would stop because the sound’s bothering me.

				Deciding I might as well come clean, especially because I’m going to need to be at the repeat open house this Saturday and I’d prefer not to lie about it, I tell him what happened. “It was entirely my fault,” I add, hanging the damp cloth over the curve of the tap.

				Ryan’s jaw tightens. “You were sick, and it was right after Jack’s accident. Tom should have given you a few days off.” I don’t mention I didn’t ask for time off—Tom had no idea the extent of what was going on. “Hell, he should have handled his own open house. You’re not his assistant anymore.”

				“He knows that.”

				“Do you know that?” Ryan asks.

				“Of course I do,” I snap.

				“Relax.” He’s clearly unimpressed by my tone. “I’m only suggesting that Tom could have given you a break.”

				I sigh. “I know. But when you say it like that, it sounds dismissive. Like it’s a silly thing to be losing sleep over.”

				Ryan looks at me for a moment. “Well, it sort of is, don’t you think?”

				Anger and frustration bubble inside me, and I can’t help myself. “Well, why don’t you tell me how you really feel?”

				Now it’s Ryan’s turn to sigh. He pinches fingers into the corners of his closed eyes. “What is the deal with you?”

				I pout, fill the dishwasher cup with washing powder and turn it on, feeling like an idiot for being so irrational about things. “Nothing. I’m fine.”

				Ryan waves his hand in the air, the pills tinkling inside the bottle. “Clearly you are not,” he says.

				“Can we not fight about this right now?”

				“Fine,” Ryan says, dropping the bottle back in my purse.

				“Fine.” I regret the sharpness of my tone as soon as the word is out. “So, why didn’t you tell me Jamie was a woman?”

				He stares at me. “Seriously?” he finally asks. “What difference does that make?”

				“It makes all the difference. The fact that your squash buddy and soon-to-be clinic partner is an attractive woman is something you should probably mention to your wife.”

				“You’re unbelievable,” Ryan says, shaking his head, letting his breath out in a long exhale.

				“You’re the one who’s unbelievable.” I’m not even sure exactly what I mean and wish I could take it back. Decide it’s time to call a truce. “I’m sorry. I’m not even sure why we’re arguing.”

				Ryan crosses his arms but softens his expression. “Meg, you know Jamie is a colleague and friend. That’s all.”

				“I know,” I say, though I’m starting to wonder if you can ever be 100 percent confident about what’s happening with the person you share a life with. Would Ryan ever guess that another man kissed me last night? Or worse, that I think I might have kissed him back—just for a few seconds before I came to my senses? Definitely not. So how could I be so sure about Jamie? But I don’t want to fight anymore, and by the way his shoulders slump, I can tell he’s worn out, too.

				But before I can stop myself I say, “So, will Jamie be bringing a significant other to this dinner?” I don’t mean to sound jealous, or catty, but I can hear the words as they come out of my mouth and know that’s exactly how they land on Ryan.

				He closes his eyes and leans his head back, and I think he’s probably counting to ten. “Meg, you sure as hell aren’t making things easy these days,” he finally says. “If you want to talk, I’m here. But I’m not going to play games with you.” And with that he leaves the kitchen.

				I’m about to follow him, to apologize for my part in this, when my phone pings, signaling a text. It’s from Andrew.

				Filled up on scones earlier. But thanks for the offer. Hope you’re good

				I glance up at the kitchen doorway. I’m sad that Ryan just walked out and didn’t try to comb through my snide comments and thinly veiled jealousy to uncover the root cause, which is a whole mess of emotional vulnerabilities. I’m not trying to make things hard or to be difficult but know I’m doing it regardless, and I’m not sure why or how to fix it.
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				It’s batch-cooking night at Julie’s, and I arrive late, having had yet another tussle with Audrey just before heading out the door. It’s about the newspaper, and this time Ryan is as firm as I am—she can’t just quit, that’s not how Peppers do things, we explain.

				“When we make a commitment we stick to it, kiddo,” Ryan says to a mostly nonresponsive Audrey, who finally admits she quit because of an argument with the editor-in-chief—a kid only two years ahead of her who, as she explains it, acts like he’s heading up The Boston Globe.

				I offer to bring Audrey with me so she can spend the evening with Kendall, but she claims to have too much work to do and opts to stay home. She also looks a little pale, and I wonder if she might be getting sick—but when I try to surreptitiously check her forehead for warmth, she pushes me away, saying she’s fine and just needs the night to get caught up.

				So I say my goodbyes to her through her closed door, wondering if we’ve now landed firmly in teenage angst territory, and this is our future, at least for the next few years, and grab the bag of Tupperware containers before giving Ryan a quick goodbye kiss. Things still aren’t right between us since the night before, but at least apologies have been made on both sides.

				I ring the doorbell at Julie’s house, and Kendall opens the door.

				“Hi, Kendall,” I say, stepping inside and giving her a hug. “How are you?”

				“I’m okay,” she says, but she seems about as glum as Audrey did. Kendall is usually a bit of a firecracker, much like her mom—always happy, with a huge smile on her face.

				“Audrey wanted to come over, but she’s swamped with homework,” I say, shrugging off my coat.

				“Yeah, so she says,” Kendall mumbles, walking ahead of me into the kitchen. I wonder if maybe the two of them have had a fight but know better than to intervene. I’ll ask Julie about it once it’s just the two of us.

				I get my chance a half hour later, once we’re up to our elbows in a potato and chickpea curry, our fingers yellow-tipped from the spices, mounds of potato peelings stuck to the counter. “Any idea what’s up with Kendall and Audrey?” I ask, continuing to chop the newly scraped potatoes into cubes. “I get the impression from Kendall that all is not copacetic.”

				Julie shrugs, squinting at the recipe and measuring teaspoons of garam masala into the waiting pots. “Kendall won’t talk about it but did say Audrey has been keeping more to herself.” She closes the spice lid, searches around for the next ingredient. “Have you seen the turmeric?”

				Bending, I read the spice bottles all lined up near where I’m cutting the potatoes. “Not here.”

				She rifles through her pantry, which is a mess of different-shaped bottles, bags and zero organization, finally pulling out a nondescript white ceramic container. “Aha,” she says, prying off the lid. I prefer cooking at my place, where things are more orderly, but with four kids, Julie is often needed at some point through the evening, so it’s easier being here. Sure enough, her second oldest, Kelsey, strolls in a minute later. “Hi, Mrs. Pepper,” she says. “Hey, Kelsey,” I reply, glancing up at the teenager who is Julie’s double. “Mom, have you seen my algebra book?”

				Julie closes her eyes for a moment, a tablespoon of turmeric poised over the first pot, then opens them and nods. “On the living room side table,” she says, stirring the spice into the vat of coconut milk mixture.

				“Thanks,” Kelsey says, grabbing a can of soda from the fridge before leaving the kitchen.

				“I don’t know how you do that,” I say, chuckling.

				She raises an eyebrow. “It’s because I don’t rely on an i-thingy to do my remembering for me.”

				“You may be onto something there,” I say, adding the chopped potatoes to the pot. “Anyhow, I suppose it can’t be too serious with the girls since Audrey was just here on Sunday night, but I do sort of know what Kendall means—about Audrey being more withdrawn.” I frown, wash my hands to rid them of the potato starch.

				Julie pauses her stirring. “Audrey wasn’t here on Sunday night.”

				“What are you talking about?” I ask. “She said they were working on a project and then stayed for dinner.”

				“Nope.” Julie uses her automatic opener on the chickpea cans, and the kitchen is all at once loud with the sound of it. “Kendall and I took my mom out for dinner.” She dumps the chickpeas into a strainer in the sink, running cold water over the beans. “I don’t know where she was Sunday night, but she definitely wasn’t here.”

				* * *

				The next morning when I confront Audrey about where she was Sunday night if not at Kendall’s, she insists Ryan got it wrong—she never said she was at Kendall’s. She told him she went to Jocelyn’s to work on the project (Kendall isn’t even in her biology class, she explains), then stayed for dinner. I consider texting Ryan—already at the hospital—to verify her explanation, but with no real reason to doubt Audrey, I hold off. Plus, Ryan isn’t always the best with details like these...he’s been known to mix up her friends’ names on occasion.

				I’m showing Andrew another house today, and after picking my now-fixed car up at the dealership, I catch up on paperwork at the office. As the hours tick by, the anticipation of seeing Andrew face-to-face for the first time since he kissed me in his car builds to an uncomfortable level, and by the time I leave for our appointment I’m still not sure exactly what to say when I see him.

				We meet at the house—another bungalow, this one with a flat stone patio in the back and zero-entry shower in one of the rooms—and we’re a tad formal with one another when we do, keeping our conversation focused on the house features. I feel nervous, he seems uncomfortable, and I almost bring up the incident in the car a dozen times but ultimately say nothing. It’s just after lunchtime when we’re through with the tour, and Andrew suggests we grab a bite to eat if I have time.

				I agree to lunch, in part because I’m hungry and in part because I want to make sure everything is okay between us after the other night. It was a small blip, a momentary blind spot, and there’s no reason to make a big fuss about it. These are the things I repeat to myself as I pull open the door to Rise & Grind, arriving a few minutes before Andrew who had to make a quick stop on the way.

				“Wow, it’s packed,” I mutter to myself once inside, the small café full of patrons. I squeeze around a few people waiting for takeout, find two empty stools and pull them up to the wooden bar table by the display case. A minute later Andrew arrives, and we place our order and settle in.

				“That house could work,” Andrew says. The café is loud, but our chairs are at least close together. I nod, somewhat distracted by the endless stream of people moving through the line beside us. “I’m glad,” I reply. “It would definitely be the easiest one to retrofit.”

				He nods, and then we both go quiet. I fiddle with the metal stand holding our order number. “Listen—” I begin.

				“I have no idea—” he says, at the same time.

				Our eyes meet, we smile, then both look away again. “You first,” I say.

				Andrew furrows his brow, his mouth puckering like he’s eaten a bitter wedge of grapefruit. “I know I’ve already said this, but it needs to be said again. I’m sorry, Meg. About what I did the other night. It was shitty of me. I offered you a ride, you told me about your friend and then...” I look down, feeling uncomfortable all over again as I think about the kiss.

				He leans forward, and the table shifts as he rests his elbows on it. “Being home with the boys all these years while my friends stayed at work, got busier, climbed their various ladders, well, it messes with your friendships. I was the only guy at the Mommy and Me playgroups. Not a lot of stay-at-home dads around here.” He gives me a small smile. “I count you as a friend. And I’m sorry if I screwed it all up that night. Truly.”

				I interrupt him before he can apologize again, relieved by what he’s said. “Stop. We are friends. You didn’t screw anything up.”

				“Good. Okay,” he says, taking a sip of his coffee. “How are you? Sleeping any better?”

				“Yes, thanks.” I smile, he says he’s glad to hear it, and then there’s a lull between us. Just then our lunch arrives, chicken salad on croissants, and as he cuts into his sandwich, I see his expression change, a frown replacing his quick smile from a moment ago. Though I’m not sure what to make of it, I am suddenly clear it has little to do with me or what happened in the car. “Andrew, what’s going on?”

				He sighs, runs his hands over his face. “I don’t even know where to start,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest, his sandwich forgotten.

				“Is it Jack?” My voice catches slightly.

				“No. Well, I guess, sure. It’s always Jack.” I put down the half sandwich I just picked up, the mayonnaise-laden chicken no longer seeming like the best idea for my jumpy stomach. “But it’s more than that. It’s actually Alysse.”

				“Is she okay?”

				“That depends on what you consider ‘okay,’” he says. “Is she putting on a good show? Yes. She’s functioning like what’s happened to Jack is a tiny hill to climb, versus this giant mountain we have to find our way to the top of, not even sure what’s going to be waiting on the other side. And because she’s on leave at work, it’s like she’s transferred all that focus squarely on to Jack, which is pretty overwhelming for him.” I think back to the put-together Alysse standing on her front porch, her pristine outfit and expert makeup. Maybe we’re not that different after all, the two of us—I understand the need to keep a handle on things, to exude the image you desperately want people to see because the real one is scary and unpredictable and might take over if you give it a chance.

				“She’s not eating, barely sleeps and refuses to discuss the future in any way that is less than positive. She won’t use the words paraplegic or disabled...and she gets pissed off when I bring up the challenges Jack’s going to face. It’s as though she thinks talking about it will make everything worse, which is ridiculous.” Andrew is agitated, color high on his cheeks, his hands squeezing into fists. “Jack is not going to have the same life he did before. He’ll have ongoing health issues. He probably won’t have the career he dreamed about. Golf will likely not be in his future. It may be harder for him to find someone to...” Andrew’s breath catches, but he holds things together. His voice drops, his burst of intensity dissipating. “I need to talk with Alysse about these things, you know? But I can’t get her to face any of it.”

				I nod, try to ignore the sick feeling in my gut. “I’m sorry this is so hard for all of you.” Suddenly I’m back in my car on that Monday afternoon, Audrey chatting beside me, casually lifting my hand in a wave and watching Jack Beckett smile as he jumps on his skateboard. I’m the catalyst for all of this. My hands shake, and I quickly put them under my thighs.

				“Thanks. It’s been brutal, actually.” He sighs. “Alysse is focused on all the things that don’t matter right now. Like, she’s fixated on the idea Jack will be able to play golf, somehow, just like before.

				“She’s always been driven. She’s practically inhuman in her ability to focus, and has been like that as long as I’ve known her. And usually it’s a good thing. Sometimes she’s a bit intense, but her drive is one of the things I love about her.”

				I take a sip of my coffee just to keep my shaking hands busy, and Andrew continues.

				“But it’s like something has snapped inside her. She can’t seem to hear what any of us are telling her, she’s so single-minded in her determination to get the club back in his hand. Jack isn’t sure he even wants to play golf anymore. Hell, he spends half the night in pain from a leg that isn’t there anymore and usually has to be reminded when he wakes up why he can’t just get out of the bed.”

				There’s anger behind his words now, frustration clearly straining for release. I stay quiet, let him get it all out. “And Sam just wants five minutes with his mom where she isn’t spouting off paraplegic athlete stories or pulling up websites filled with modified golf clubs. He wants to talk about school and what’s going on in his life, and it’s as though he’s invisible to her.”

				My heart breaks for Sam, also a victim of Jack’s accident, even though his suffering lies under the surface. Even though I have some concerns about him and Audrey dating, especially after the flask at school incident, I am glad he has her to talk to.

				“Has Alysse ever been...obsessive like this before?” I ask.

				He pauses for a long moment. “Once,” he finally says. There’s heaviness between us, the burden of a yet unveiled secret, not dissimilar to the spell I felt inside his car the other night. “Aly and I had a child before the boys. We’d only been dating for three months when we found out she was pregnant. It was a girl.” Was. “Alexa Rae. That was her name,” he says.

				“Oh,” I say, a little breathless.

				“Alexa died when she was eleven weeks old. Aly was home at the time, finishing up her maternity leave and ready to get back to work. I was still at the Globe.”

				I shift on my chair, trying not to imagine the horror of losing a child.

				“We aren’t sure exactly what happened, but she never woke from her nap. Aly spent the next six months researching everything she could find about sudden infant death syndrome, which was the official cause of death the coroner gave us. Aly stopped eating, sleeping, ended up in the emergency room one night when I found her passed out on our bathroom floor. We never figured out what went wrong with Alexa. We had done everything right. Everything. I guess we’ll never know.”

				“I’m sorry, Andrew.”

				“Thank you. It was a long time ago,” he says, exhaling loudly. “And Aly and I have found a way to move on. We have the boys, who in many ways saved us. But sometimes I imagine what it would be like if Alexa had lived. She’d be twenty-one now, probably in college, maybe traveling the world. Maybe falling in love.” He breaks eye contact, and I quickly blink back my tears.

				“Watching Aly right now is reminding me of that time all those years ago, and I’m worried about her. About the boys.” He clears his throat, takes a sip of his coffee, which by now must be stone cold.

				“Does she have friends she can talk to?” I ask.

				“She does, but she’s been shutting them out. I’ve tried to get her to see someone...professional, but she insists she doesn’t have time for anything but Jack. She’s angry so much of the time, at me, at the hospital staff. And in the two weeks since Jack’s accident, we haven’t even shared a meal, or a single night in our bed.”

				I have nothing to say to that, can’t think of anything that doesn’t sound like I’m digging my fingers in and spreading open the layers of their marriage. Instead I nod in a way I hope seems supportive without being judgmental.

				“Don’t get me wrong,” Andrew continues. “There were...there have been problems between Aly and me for a while. Probably since, well, for a long time.” He says the last part quietly, almost as an afterthought. “But that’s not what’s worrying me most.”

				“So, what is worrying you the most?”

				“It’s that she’s going to break whatever strength Jack has left.” Andrew frowns, pushes an errant piece of chicken that’s fallen from the croissant with a fork. “He told me the other night in one of his more lucid moments that he doesn’t want her there. That she’s making everything worse. But how can I possibly tell her that?” He lets his fork drop, and the clang is surprisingly loud. “How do you tell a mother her son doesn’t want her around, when he’s the most vulnerable he’s ever been, and she’s convinced she’s the only one who can help?”

				How indeed. “I honestly have no idea.” I can’t imagine, under any circumstances, what hearing that from Audrey would do to me.

				“You know what, I shouldn’t have mentioned anything,” Andrew says, straightening up, scowling at his soggy chicken sandwich as though it’s to blame for the state of things.

				“No!” The forcefulness of my reply startles us both, and I dial things back a little. “I’m glad you told me what’s going on.” And I am, because it reinforces my resolve to help however I can, whether it be meals to fill their freezer or listening to Andrew as he unloads his anxieties at the Rise & Grind over scones or finding them a house Jack can have a happy future in. “I’m here to listen. Anytime. That’s what friends are for, right?”
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				“Have you seen Audrey yet this morning?” I ask Ryan, who is racing around trying to get to an early meeting with the partners, his bag slung over one shoulder, eating his peanut butter on toast standing over the sink.

				He shakes his head, swallowing the last of his breakfast and wiping the crumbs from his face. “Not yet.”

				I frown. She’d gone to bed early last night, which wasn’t normal. Much like most teenagers, Audrey was a night owl—part vampire, as Julie would say. But unlike most of her friends, she easily got up in the morning even after a late night. “That’s strange.”

				“Maybe she just slept in,” he says, giving me a kiss that tastes of peanut butter.

				“For the first time ever?” I ask.

				He shrugs, already moved on to his day, even though he’s not yet out of the house. “I have to run. See you for dinner. I should be home by six.”

				Dinner. Right. I sigh and open the freezer drawer, grumbling how I wish someone else would worry about our meal plan for a change. I grab one of the chickpea curries Julie and I made on Tuesday night and set it on the counter. Padding up the stairs to check on Audrey, I find her door still closed. I knock, three short raps, not too loud.

				“Aud?” I lean into the door with my ear pressed close so I can hear her response. “Honey? It’s seven thirty.”

				I hear her mumble, which I take as an invitation to enter. The blinds are drawn and her room is dark, though there’s enough light creeping through the cracks I can see her form on her bed. She’s crumpled into a ball, wrapped up in her duvet, and her room smells a bit sour. Probably time for her to wash the sheets, I think, though normally it’s not something I have to remind her to do.

				“Why are you still in bed? You’re going to be late for school.” I walk over to the blinds and open them. Light streams into the room, and Audrey groans and throws an arm over her eyes.

				“Sorry, but you need to get up. I’ve got an early showing.” Predictably wishy-washy, the Delacortes had decided they didn’t like Veronica, the agent Tom referred them to when I missed our appointment. After they insisted on going $20,000 under asking on a recent offer—when there were multiple bids on the table, meaning they had no shot whatsoever—they held Veronica responsible for not properly informing them of the stakes, and asked for me again. Veronica was thrilled to be rid of them, and I needed Audrey to get up so I wouldn’t be late for today’s third visit to the house Jillian and Noah deemed, “Flawless.”

				“I’m sick,” she mumbles, flipping over to face me.

				I lean over and press my hand to her forehead. She feels fine, perhaps a bit warm, probably from being cocooned under her blankets, but definitely no fever. “What kind of sick?”

				“My stomach,” she replies. “Like I’m going to throw up.”

				I stand there for a moment observing her, using my mom sensors to try and figure out exactly what could be going on—Audrey doesn’t like to miss school and has been known to downplay illness so she doesn’t have to stay home. I’m not sure I’m buying this. But then she bolts out of bed and races for the bathroom, slamming the door behind her, and once I hear the telltale sounds of sickness coming through the door I feel guilty for doubting her.

				I wait in her room, sitting on her bed. We’re long past the days when she needs me for things like this. A few moments later I hear the toilet flush and bathroom door open, and Audrey stumbles back into her room.

				“Sorry you’re not feeling well,” I say, running a hand over her sweaty forehead. “You definitely need to stay home. I, however, have to go. You going to be okay by yourself?”

				She nods. “I’ll probably just sleep. Don’t want you to miss work.”

				For a moment I hedge, feeling uneasy about leaving her, but then she gives a small smile. “Mom, I’m not a kid. Go. I can take care of myself.”

				“Okay,” I say, getting up. “I’ll fix you some ginger ale and saltines and you promise you’ll call me if you need me? I have a showing this morning, but then my schedule’s pretty open until later in the day.”

				“Promise,” she says, lying back down on her pillows. “I’m actually feeling a bit better now. It’s probably just this twenty-four hour thing that’s going around school.”

				A few minutes later I’ve got her all set up in the living room with a daytime celebrity talk show on TV, and I race out the door praying to the traffic gods that I’m not late to meet the Delacortes.

				When my office phone buzzes at one o’clock I barely glance away from my screen. Lunch was a protein bar at my desk, and I have only ten minutes to finish the Delacortes’ offer before a client call. Normally I’d put my phone on Do Not Disturb, but with the open house tomorrow and the offer deadline looming, plus Audrey not feeling well, I need to be available.

				I press the hands-free button. “Yes?” I continue scanning the offer sheet in front of me.

				“Meg, I have an Emma Steen on the line for you,” Bridget, our receptionist, says.

				Well, that gets my attention.

				“Meg?”

				“Sorry, yes. I’m here.” I clasp my hands tightly on my desk, my focus completely off the offer sheet for now. “Did she say why she’s calling?”

				“Just that it was important. Do you want me to take a message?”

				“No, it’s fine. You can put her through.” It was probably something mundane about the PTO—I skipped the last meeting, even though Emma emailed me directly to remind me about it. I take a sip of my now cold coffee, the film of cream swirling on the top and sticking to the mug’s sides.

				“Hello,” I say, my tone thick with impatience. I hope Emma notices.

				“Meg?”

				“Yes?” More irritable now, sounding like the busy person I am being interrupted at an inopportune moment.

				“Oh, hi. It’s Emma. Emma Steen,” she says. “I’m so sorry to bother you at work, but...well, this can’t wait.”

				“What can’t wait?” I keep my voice breezy, unaffected. But my insides are wiggly, my heart thumping, my mind back to seeing her and Ryan’s tête-à-tête at the town hall meeting...dammit, Meg. When are you going to let this go? While hating Emma used to feel necessary, I’m finding it harder to maintain these days.

				“This is awkward, but well, I would hope you would call me if the situation were reversed, so...”

				Her voice trails, her tone nervous, and I sit up straighter, picking up the handset to hold to my ear. “What is it, Emma?”

				“It’s about Audrey,” she says.

				“What about Audrey?” I stand up and push my chair back so I can close my office door, feeling anxious. I’m finely attuned to Emma’s words and whatever’s coming next, and jumpy because I have a sense I’m not going to like what she has to say.

				“I was at the school most of the morning, trying to get some things ready for the driving awareness carnival night event, which is shaping up really well. We’ll be sending an email out soon about volunteering, in case you have some time.” Emma clears her throat. “Anyhow, I came home about an hour ago, earlier than I expected because I’d finished quickly,” she says, and I close my eyes, searching for patience. “Plus, Charlotte was home sick today, and I wanted to check in on her. And I found Audrey and Charlotte here. Meg...there’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come right out and say it. They were drinking. Alcohol. Vodka.”

				For a moment I feel sorry for Emma. It’s obvious she’s making this up, going to great lengths to find any excuse to engage me, and I want to laugh, knowing full well Audrey was home all morning watching celebrity television and sipping ginger ale. But then I think about all the sullenness, her quitting the school paper, her evasiveness about Sam, the confusion about where she was that night she said she was with Kendall...

				“Emma, I don’t know how that’s possible,” I say, though I’m decidedly less confident than I was a couple of minutes ago. “Audrey was throwing up this morning. She’s home sick. She just texted me an hour ago.”

				“Meg, I don’t know what to tell you,” Emma says, ignoring my incredulousness. “But she’s here. The two of them are in the kitchen right now drinking water and likely trying to come up with some reasonable excuse for what I walked into. Luckily they didn’t drink much. They’re okay.”

				I sit heavily back down into my chair, close my eyes and rest my elbows on my desk. There’s a pulsing pain in my temples, a headache threatening to invade my afternoon. “I had no idea she was even spending time with Charlotte.” I realize this is the least important thing to focus on, based on what Emma just told me. But the idea that Audrey faked sick to go drink booze, with Charlotte Steen no less, is ridiculous. Comical, actually. Except neither of us is laughing.

				“I thought you knew,” Emma says. “Audrey told me you were fine with it, which, quite frankly, surprised me. But I will admit I was happy to hear it.” Her voice drops, sounds sad, and the frown is back on my face.

				“She said I was fine with her skipping school to get drunk with Charlotte?” What is happening with this child of mine?

				“No, no. I meant the other times.” Emma is flustered. I can hear it in her voice, the way she enunciates every word clearly. “Not today, obviously. I know what a good mother you are, Meg.”

				I feel the opposite of a good mother at the moment, I want to say. If you must know, Emma, I’m currently questioning fifteen years of parenting decisions, actually. In the back of my mind, while Emma continues to chatter and buzz in my ear like a thirsty mosquito, my parenting mantras mock me.

				Don’t make a mountain of a molehill, she says.

				This is not the hill you want to die on, she says.

				Stay close, pay attention, your kid will turn out just fine, she says.

				I try to reel in my worry at the news, to not catastrophize what’s happened because of my own past. What teen hasn’t skipped school to drink with her friends at some point through high school? It’s practically a rite of passage to adulthood, and most importantly, nothing serious had happened. No one did something they would regret.

				But Audrey isn’t your typical teenager; she makes mature and smart decisions. She sets alarms on my phone for her dentist appointments. She makes gel clings for our windows to save the birds. She packs me a lunch when I forget. She reminds her dad to take his vitamins and has never handed a project or assignment in late. Or at least she used to make mature and smart decisions. I didn’t used to fret about Audrey, until now.

				“...I just assumed you were fine with her being here. It’s mostly been after school, but she came to church with us this past Sunday and then stayed for dinner.” Emma’s voice trails off, so by the time she gets to the last part I’m not entirely sure I’ve heard her correctly.

				Church?

				But something else Emma said triggers a thought. “When was that again?”

				“Dinner? This past Sunday.”

				Shit. What the hell, Audrey...

				“I can assure you I had no idea, Emma. Audrey’s been lying to us about where she’s been going and what she’s been doing, clearly.”

				“Oh.” Emma sounds dejected. “I had to wonder, you know, with things the way they are...” There’s a pause on the line, and I know Emma is waiting for me to say something about that. But I don’t. “Never mind. I’m sorry, Meg. As I said, Audrey assured me she told you she was staying for dinner.”

				“Can I please speak with my daughter, Emma?”

				“Sure, just a minute,” she says. I wait, my heart pumping furiously with anger and concern and confusion.

				“Mom?” Audrey sounds like she used to when she was little and did something she knew I wouldn’t be happy about. Like the time she stole a dollar from my purse for a chocolate bar but then got caught when I found the wrapper crumbled in the pocket of her dress and melted chocolate sticky between her fingers.

				“Audrey, we’re not going to talk about this right now because I have a call to take, and honestly I’m way too pissed off.”

				“I’m sorry,” she says. Her voice is small, and I can hear the tears she’s trying to hold back. I steel myself and ignore that instinctual surge in my belly to comfort her, to tell her it’s all going to be okay.

				“I can’t tell you how disappointed I am.”

				“I know.” She can’t hold the tears back, and my own eyes well up in response.

				“Go home, right now,” I say, clearing my throat to hide the tears I can’t wipe away fast enough. “I’m not changing my schedule to deal with this, so when I get home I expect you to be sitting in the living room waiting for me so you can explain yourself. And while you wait and figure out what you’re going to say—and what you think a reasonable consequence is for this—you can make dinner. Seeing as your stomach is just fine now.”

				“Okay,” she says.

				“Okay,” I reply, using my best no-nonsense voice even though I’m feeling anything but. “Right home, Audrey. I mean it. Now, put Emma back on.”

				A moment later I hear Emma’s voice. “Meg? Again, I’m sorry about this. I can promise you Charlotte will be grounded.”

				“I appreciate you letting me know, Emma. Obviously I am not okay with any of this,” I say, meaning everything, including Audrey hanging out at her house. “I’ve asked Audrey to go home. Can you make sure she does?”

				“Yes, I will,” Emma replies. “I’ll drive her myself.” Then she pauses, but I can hear her intake of breath. “There’s one last thing, Meg.”

				“What is it?”

				“We don’t keep hard liquor in the house.”

				I’m about to ask, “And?” when I realize what’s she’s saying, and my stomach drops. My throat feels tight, makes it hard to speak. “Thanks for letting me know.” I glance at the clock. “Look, I have to run, Emma.”

				“Sure. Okay, take care, Meg.”

				“You, too,” I say, before slamming the phone down in its cradle.
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				I’m distracted for the rest of the day, referring to my client by the wrong name on our call—twice—and nearly missing an incorrectly checked box on the Delacortes’ offer sheet that would have meant a two-month delay on their move-in date. In between meetings I call Ryan to tell him about Audrey, and though we agree there must be consequences, we argue about what they are. He thinks we should extend her grounding by a month; I think it didn’t work last time, so it’s time for something more extreme.

				“What do you suggest?” he asks, his voice tight with frustration.

				“We should tell her she can’t get her learner’s permit for another six months. And without question we are not giving her the Audi for her birthday, Ryan. Or ever, for that matter.”

				Ryan sighs. “Look, can we talk about this later? I have a case to review.”

				“I need to know we’re on the same page here.”

				“I agree about the consequences,” Ryan says. “I’m just not sure keeping her from getting her permit is the way to go.” I fight the urge to tell him he’s wrong—this will devastate Audrey, not getting her permit with her friends, which means it will leave a lasting impression.

				Tom appears outside my office, looking in through the glass that flanks either side of the door. I wave him in, knowing Ryan and I aren’t going to solve anything in the next ten seconds, and concede to table the discussion for now. “Ryan, Tom’s here. I have to go.” I keep my voice pleasant and smile for Tom, but inside I’m feeling anything but cheerful.

				Ryan gives me a short “Fine. See you later,” before hanging up.

				“What’s up?” I ask Tom, still holding my smile, though not without effort.

				“Wanted to check in and make sure we’re all set for tomorrow. I’d rather not have to take home five pounds of shrimp cocktail this time.”

				I laugh good-naturedly but am withering inside. I’ve already been called into his office this week to explain what happened and how I’m sure it won’t happen again, and along with offering a dozen apologies, I’ve also agreed to forgo my commission to offset the extra expenses. “We’re all set,” I assure him. “I’ve reconfirmed with everyone, caterers included.”

				“Good,” he says, then raises an eyebrow. “I’m counting on you, Meg. Don’t let me down.”

				“I won’t.” Another easy smile, though my hands clench and unclench on my lap, under my desk. What I want to say is maybe he should plan his own open house, or get his well-paid assistant to coordinate the details. However, I wouldn’t be here feeling like a chastised kid if I hadn’t screwed up the invitation in the first place, so I say nothing and reassure him, again.

				“How’s the family, Meg?” Tom asks, settling into the chair, clearly planning to stay for a little longer. “How old is Audrey now?”

				“Almost sixteen,” I say. His eyes widen and he nods, as though this is the most unexpected news he’s heard all day.

				“I know. It’s hard to believe.” I desperately want him to leave my office, to give me a few moments alone to decompress about Emma’s call.

				“I’ve always enjoyed Audrey,” Tom says, which is a bizarre comment, especially because he’s only met her once. “She’s smart. And determined. Like her mom.” He winks and then slaps his hands on his knees, standing quickly. “No more fuck-ups, okay?”

				“Promise,” I say, gritting my teeth as I smile and wondering not for the first time if maybe I wouldn’t be happier elsewhere, at another brokerage.

				Tom shuts the door behind him, and I let out a long breath. I should just pack up and get out of here, I think. No point in pretending I’m going to get any more work done with the Audrey situation hovering over me.

				I’m about to leave my office when I see her coming down the hall. Alysse Beckett, walking toward me, her mouth in a grim line. I frown, put my purse down and go into the hall to meet her. “Alysse,” I say. “Is everything all right?”

				I can’t figure out why she’s here. Or why she’s looking at me like this—anger burning behind her blue eyes, hands trembling around a neon-yellow folder that looks an awful lot like...

				“No, Meg. Everything is not all right.” She strides past me and into my office, where only a few years earlier we’d been all smiles as she and Andrew signed the purchase papers for their current home.

				“What’s going on?” I sit across from her, and she tosses the folder onto my desk. It’s the same one from the day Andrew and I saw the house with the play structure in the backyard, the day my car wouldn’t start. This same folder forgotten in his car, after he kissed me.

				“I thought I made it clear I wasn’t interested in any further help from you, Meg.”

				The memory of our discussion on her front porch surfaces and I swallow hard, my mind a whirl as I sort out if somehow Alysse knows Andrew kissed me.

				I calm my voice, slow it down despite how fast my heart beats. “I’m sorry, Alysse. I’m a bit confused by what’s going—”

				“I told him absolutely not. To find someone else,” she shouts, pushing the folder toward me. It tumbles off the desk, and a few of the listings slide out, on to the floor. I glance nervously at the open door, am grateful no one else seems nearby to hear this. “I meant what I said, Meg. Sarah Dunn may be the one who hit Jack, but you—” She gulps, her face awash with tears, her voice enraged. I don’t recognize this version of Alysse Beckett, and for a moment I wonder if she’s going to reach across the desk and hit me.

				“You put him in front of her car. So, no, I don’t want you finding us a house. Or bringing us any more food. Or helping in any way.” Alysse stands suddenly, the edge of my desk gripped firmly in her hands, and fixes her wide, red-rimmed eyes on me without blinking. “You’ve done enough, Meg. Quite enough.”
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				After Alysse Beckett storms out of my office, I don’t move from my chair for a full five minutes, shaken by the encounter. Then the pieces begin to fall into place. Obviously Andrew was pursuing my help with the house hunting without Alysse’s knowledge. Clearly she found the folder in his car, confronted him and then decided to pay me a visit. I know I should be angry with Andrew for not telling me the truth about Alysse being on board, and should pass off Alysse’s outburst as a sleep-deprived and grieving mother looking to assign blame anywhere she can, but the problem is she’s not wrong. I did put Jack in front of Sarah’s car. And when I think about what’s happened since, I have to wonder if my trying to help hasn’t made everything worse.

				By the time I pull into our garage, I wish I could crawl into my comfy clothes, order takeout, ignore the queasiness I’ve felt since Alysse showed up, and skip the difficult conversation with our teenager—things are a mess at the moment, but I can’t not deal with this situation.

				Ryan has beat me home, and before going into the living room, I pour a glass of ice water and check for the liquor cabinet key—which I can tell has been taken out and put back in because the jar I keep it in is one shelf below where it normally sits. Once I finish most of the water and put the jar back on its proper shelf, the key in my pants pocket, I find the two of them sitting side by side on the living room couch, sharing a bowl of pretzels and watching television.

				Standing in the doorway for a moment, watching them together while they dip their hands into the pretzels, I lean against the doorjamb and cross my arms. “Audrey Jane,” I say, probably more forcefully than is necessary, considering how low the television volume is and the size of our living room. She whips around at my voice—the addition of her middle name, my mom’s name, letting her know just how serious I am—and I see regret etched on her face. Her lips are pressed tightly together, her eyes red-rimmed, and I know she’s been crying.

				Ryan turns, too, but more slowly. He finishes munching a handful of pretzels as he flicks the television off with the remote. “Meg,” he begins, and I can tell from his voice, from the way he says my name, he’s asking me to simmer down before we start this conversation. But I ignore his warning tone because this is too important, and I’m exhausted from trying to control everything—including how I respond to things I’m upset about. “We’ve been talking about what happened, and I think you need to hear what she has to say.”

				“Great,” I say and, in the best no-nonsense tone I can muster, add, “But first I want to know where you got the vodka, Audrey.” I’m shaking slightly, the stress of work and what’s going on with Audrey getting to me, despite my best efforts to put on an emotional suit of armor. I walk into the room and stand behind the couch.

				Audrey, still seated, looks up at me, then glances nervously at Ryan. She swallows hard and opens her mouth to speak. But then she pauses, lowers her head and gives it a shake. I know she’s crying again, and while normally this would tug at my heartstrings, it infuriates me more.

				“Where did you get the vodka?” I enunciate each word, drop my purse on the floor and tug off my scarf. Then I walk around the couch to sit on the coffee table. I’m directly in front of her, our knees touching, her legs quivering against mine. Or maybe those are my legs shaking us. “We can sit here all night, but you are going to answer me.”

				She raises her tearstained face, and I’m transported back to when she was little. Six or seven, heartbroken because she didn’t get invited to a birthday party she desperately wanted to go to (that nearly every other girl in her class had been invited to) and trying to put on a brave face so we didn’t know how sad she was. And just like that, the white-hot anger begins to chill. “You put this back on the wrong shelf,” I say, taking the key out of my pocket. She glances at it, a fresh wave of tears spilling from her eyes.

				I’m trying to hold it together, but I’m terrified by what’s happened—it’s unlike her, out of character, and I’m afraid this is a peek into what’s ahead. That history could repeat itself. I think back to the night with Graydon and Paige, how she might still be here with me if I hadn’t stolen that bottle of blue curaçao.

				“Before we talk anymore, I want you to go up to your room and bring me down all the alcohol you have in there.” Her eyes widen, Ryan sighs, but I don’t acknowledge it or break eye contact. “Every last drop, Audrey. I’m prepared to search your room top to bottom, and don’t think I won’t. Tonight, tomorrow, whenever I feel like it.”

				“I don’t have any!” Audrey says, her nose stuffy from crying. “I swear! There’s nothing in my room.”

				“Go. Now.” I point to the stairs, and she slams her hands against the couch, letting out a choked sob, but at least she does as I’ve asked. A few seconds later I hear her bedroom door slam.

				It’s quiet in the living room, and I sense Ryan’s disapproval coming off him in waves. “Was that necessary?” he asks.

				“Was what necessary?” I take the key and drop it into an opaque vase on our fireplace mantel.

				“She made a mistake, Meg. She’s a fifteen-year-old kid who gets it right ninety-nine percent of the time.” He moves the bowl of pretzels from his lap to the coffee table, sighs again. “She understands what she did was stupid at best, dangerous at worst. But she has some shit going on, and we need to hear her out before we fly off the handle.”

				I narrow my eyes at the “fly off the handle” part, deciding I won’t take the bait and turn this into a bigger argument than it needs to be. “And I will listen to her, Ryan, once she brings me down the booze she’s got hidden in her room.” Shortly after speaking with Emma, I realized that while Audrey was sick this morning, it had nothing to do with a virus. She didn’t take the vodka after I left this morning; it had been in her room the whole time. I knew it because I had done it before, too. Washed out an empty glass juice container, slowly adding an ounce of rum or vodka or cherry whisky here and there so my parents wouldn’t notice their stash diminishing, storing it at the back of my closet inside an old shoebox.

				Ryan sits back on the couch, crosses an ankle over his knee, and gives me a look that suggests he thinks Audrey is coming down empty-handed. I meet his gaze, stand by the fireplace and check my phone. “She has five minutes, and then I’m going to check myself.”

				Four minutes later Audrey comes back down the stairs, a mason jar full of clear liquid in her hands. Her face is speckled red and white, her eyes puffy. Without a word she hands me the jar. I can’t help but glance at Ryan who, to his credit, has the decency to look sheepish. “Is this it, Audrey?” I ask.

				She nods. I wait. “Yes. I swear that’s it.”

				“Okay then,” I say, putting the jar on the coffee table beside the pretzels. “Now we can talk.”

				* * *

				The three of us are on the couch, Audrey sitting between us, her knees tucked up to her chest. “I know it was, like, so stupid. But I...” she says, stopping to gulp loudly, her tears causing a wicked case of the hiccups. Ryan hands her a glass of water and rubs her back. “And it was all my idea. Charlotte was home sick and told me I could come over. She didn’t even want to do it. She doesn’t drink, like, ever. But she knew I was upset, so she had a couple sips with me because I...” Another hiccup, more back rubbing from Ryan, another sip of water. “I needed a break from things,” she says.

				“A ‘break?’” I reply, a frown settling on my face. “From what exactly, Audrey?” I don’t mean to sound glib, or to discount anything she might be going through—after all, I remember how intensely I felt everything as a teen, how urgent and important each moment was, like a spotlight was perpetually shining down on me—but based on how Ryan’s face changes, I can see that’s how my words come across. And I can also see Audrey shutting down, which is exactly what I want to avoid. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right,” I quickly add. “I promise I’m listening.”

				She glances at me, unsure, but then explains. “It’s because of the newspaper. And Tristan,” she says.

				Ryan swears under his breath, and I look between him and Audrey, trying to figure out what’s going on. Tristan? The school paper’s editor? What does he have to do with her filling one of my jelly jars with vodka? I’m confused but also concerned, especially when I see how ashamed Audrey looks.

				“Tell me.” I lean forward and rest my hands on her thighs, which are thin beneath her tights. “It’s okay.”

				“Remember how I said I quit the paper?” Still hiccupping, she takes another sip of water.

				I nod.

				“Well, I sort of got fired, I guess,” she says, quietly. Hiccup. Hiccup. She sips her water again, and Ryan continues to rub her back. I glance at Ryan when he sighs and scrubs his other hand over his chin. And that’s when it hits me. He looks worried about Audrey, but he also looks guilty.

				I’m wondering how you get fired from a volunteer role at a high school newspaper, when Audrey continues. “Tristan wanted me to do a story about Jack’s accident. He knew Sam and I were dating, and he told me to interview him about Jack. An exposé, he said, about what it’s like to be...put in a wheelchair by your history teacher.”

				She starts crying in earnest now, great big tears falling fast. “But I told him I wouldn’t do it. And he told me that was my assignment, so I could either do it or someone else would take over. Like, permanently.”

				“That seems a bit harsh,” I say, frowning. Harsh isn’t the word I would use if Tristan were in front of me right now...

				“Whatever. He’s a jerk.” Audrey sniffs, wipes her nose with the sleeve of her sweater. “But I knew I could never ask Sam the questions Tristan wanted me to. He hates talking about the accident. About Jack.”

				“That’s understandable,” I say.

				“But it’s more than that,” she says, trying to breathe through her stuffed-up nose. She turns toward me, and I’m nearly split open by the look on her face. “It’s my fault, Mom. Jack getting hit by that car. I told you to stop for him and let him go across. If I hadn’t...” Her voice drops. A mere whisper now. “He wouldn’t be in a wheelchair. Everything would be normal.”

				And now I understand why Ryan looks guilty. The assignment, when Audrey and I fought and he assured me she was completely fine. Resilient. Processing what happened like a champ. She said she’s okay, and I believe her, Meg, he’d told me. The lenient grounding when she was caught drinking with Sam, thinking it was a one-time thing, a short-term symptom of witnessing something awful. Now Ryan knew he had been wrong. She’s not okay, has been blaming herself all this time.

				“Oh, Aud, sweetheart.” I move to sit beside her on the couch, wrap my arm around her quaking shoulders. “It is absolutely, positively not your fault.”

				“I’m not sure Sam thinks that,” she mumbles, her face pressed into my blouse. “He said his mom wouldn’t let us drive him to school that day because she thinks we’re sort of to blame for what happened to Jack. Because we let him cross the road when we shouldn’t have.” I look at Ryan over Audrey’s head, and I can see he’s trying to rein in his anger at this piece of news—his nostrils flare as he takes in a deep breath. I decide then and there to never mention Alysse’s visit today.

				I press my cheek against the top of her head and close my eyes. “No, baby. We are not to blame. And we didn’t let him cross the road. I did. Sam’s mom is wrong, okay? She’s sad, and angry, and is trying to protect her family the best she can, but she’s wrong.”

				Pulling back I hold her face in my hands and plant a kiss on her forehead, the tip of her nose and both cheeks—the way I used to when I was putting her to bed as a smaller child, telling her they were sweet dreams kisses—and she smiles at me, her blue eyes glistening through her tears. “None of this is your fault, Audrey, but what you did today is not okay. And there are going to be consequences.”

				“I know,” she says, her voice small, resigned. I explain she won’t be getting her learner’s permit until the spring, and I can tell she’s angry, wants to argue, but she simply nods, even though her tears start up again. Ryan’s face is telling, too. We didn’t further discuss this punishment, as we agreed we would. I decided for both of us, without consulting him, and I know if he had done that to me I’d be furious.

				* * *

				Later, behind our closed bedroom door, Ryan and I will have one of the worst fights we’ve ever had, where he accuses me of unilaterally deciding what is best for our daughter. He’s right—it was a shitty thing for me to do—but I maintain it was the best decision, and remind him how I know firsthand where the slippery slope of teenage drinking can lead. “I don’t want her to go through anything like I did,” I say.

				“We’re not talking drinking and driving here,” Ryan says, exasperated by our conversation and how things have transpired this evening. “She took a few sips of vodka from a mason jar, let her friend do the same. And before you say it, no, I do not condone any of that. I’m worried about how she’s making decisions these days. But what happened with Audrey and what happened with Paige are not the same. You have to get out of the past, Meg. It’s not helping anyone.”

				I pull the elastic from my ponytail, focus on brushing my hair in the mirror so I don’t have to look directly at Ryan. “Guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree,” I say, feeling like I’ve been punched in the stomach with his words, the tone in which he delivered them.

				“What the hell does that even mean?” In the mirror I see him throw his hands up in frustration. When I don’t answer, he swears loudly, then walks out of our bedroom. I turn back to my reflection, keep brushing my hair until the ends begin to fly away with static.
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				Ryan falls asleep around ten, and I try to count the number of times we’ve apologized to each other recently, becoming somewhat alarmed when I realize how many arguments we’ve had in the past couple of weeks. Though he stays close to the edge of his side of the bed, still angry, in the morning we reach for each other under the haze of sleep, and I do my best to make up for bulldozing over his wishes.

				But tonight, unable to doze off, the confrontation with Alysse running through my mind on a loop, I slip in beside a still-awake Audrey and snuggle her tight—something I haven’t done for years.

				“I’m sorry I lied,” she says. “About having dinner with Charlotte and her family.” I rest my head against hers so our cheeks are touching. “I was mad about what happened with Tristan. So after I told him I wouldn’t do it and he told me he’d find someone else, I went to the bathroom and cried. At least he didn’t see me cry. The jerk.”

				“Oh, baby,” I murmur, reaching across her still form and pressing my hand to her other cheek.

				“Charlotte came in a few minutes later. I was a mess. Gross mascara lines all down my face. And she, like, just gave me a hug. Then she asked if I wanted to talk about it.” Audrey grows quiet, and I wait for her to keep going. “She’s actually a good listener.”

				“I’m glad,” I say, and I am. Glad Charlotte was there for Audrey when she needed someone. I am also taken back to a time when I would have said the same about Emma.

				Audrey turns toward me, so close her breath tickles my face. “I know you don’t like Mrs. Steen, Mom. But I don’t know why. You’ve never talked about it. And I do remember how much Charlotte and I used to hang out. When we were little.”

				I turn my head so I’m staring at the ceiling, breathing deeply through my nose. “It’s complicated, love.”

				She rolls on her back again. “Charlotte and I are partners in biology, and we were working on our term project. I didn’t tell you, because I didn’t want you to get mad that I was spending time with her.” She pauses, and I take the moment to recognize the regret I have for making her feel that way. “She’s super great, Mom. They all were. Her dad made fajitas, vegan ones for me with this stuff called tempo.”

				“Tempeh?” I ask, with a smile. Remembering when Audrey used to call magnets “nagnets” and would say, “pacifically” when she meant “specifically.”

				“Yeah. Tempeh. It was good, actually. But I like your fajitas more.” She shifts again and our heads move slightly apart. “When I called Dad, because I knew you were showing Sam’s dad that house, I told him I was at Kendall’s place.”

				“I understand why you didn’t think you could tell me the truth, Aud, but that doesn’t make it okay to lie.”

				“I know.” We’re quiet for a few moments, and Audrey’s breath is deep and even. “Church was okay, too. A bit weird, but not horrible.”

				I turn on my side and rest my head in my palm, sinking into the down pillow. “I want you to know you can talk to me about anything. Like, anything, right?”

				She nods.

				“Okay, well there’s something I need to tell you. Something I should have told you already, and I’m sorry I haven’t.”

				“What is it?” she asks, tucking a bent elbow behind her head to prop it up a little.

				“When I was sixteen my best friend died, in a car accident.” The tears spring immediately to my eyes, but I don’t bother hiding them. Audrey takes my hand in hers, and I’m grateful for the comfort. “Her name was Paige, and we’d been inseparable since third grade.”

				“That’s so sad, Mom.”

				“It was. It is,” I say. “The boy who was driving the car Paige was in had been drinking. Way too much.” I pause, then decide to push ahead. “We all had too much to drink that night. And he lost control of his car and drove into a tree. I was in the...car behind them. I saw it happen.”

				“Did anyone else die?” She sounds scared, and I understand she’s thinking of her own friends.

				“No, just Paige. She wasn’t wearing her seat belt.”

				“Oh.” She’s quiet for a moment. “Is that why you’re freaking out about what I did today?”

				“I’m not freaking out, Aud. I’m being a parent,” I say. “But definitely, it made me remember what I was like at your age. How I thought that taking alcohol from our parents wasn’t a big deal because everyone did it.” I take a breath, squeeze her hand. “How I felt invincible.

				“I blame myself partly for what happened with Paige, honey. And I’ve lived with that ever since. I don’t want you to go through anything similar, okay? That’s why this time I can’t just be the cool mom who takes your phone away for a month, or two weeks with good behavior.”

				“It wasn’t your fault, though. You weren’t driving the car, right?”

				“No, I wasn’t,” I reply, letting my breath out in a long exhale.

				“So I guess you get how I feel. About Jack and everything. I know Ms. Dunn was the one who hit him, but I can’t help but feel a little bit responsible, too.”

				I reach a hand out to stroke her hair, tight against her head in a French braid, think again of Alysse. “I do understand, love.”

				She looks at me, and in her face I see my baby, with her gummy smile. My toddler girl with apple-red cheeks and a smattering of baby teeth. My tween, awkward in her suddenly long legs and tiny buds of breasts. My now nearly grown daughter, who has one foot on either side of the line that demarcates childhood from adulthood.

				“Is that why you never drink?”

				“Yes, it is,” I say, continuing to stroke her hair.

				“Are you still sad about Paige, Mom?”

				No hesitation. “Yes.”

				“I’m sorry you’re sad. But I’m glad you told me what happened.”

				Then she sits nearly upright, and her face is illuminated by the glow of her alarm clock. “I’m not going to drink anymore either,” she says.

				“Okay,” I reply, tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear, tucking it into the braid. “I would support that, as you can imagine.”

				She shrugs. “I’ve tried to like it, but I don’t get what the big deal is. It sort of made me sick.”

				“Yeah, it can do that,” I say. I’m almost certain this won’t last, her eschewing alcohol, but am grateful for her commitment—however temporary it might be—and that I’ve been able to reach her tonight. “I’m proud of you, Audrey.”

				“Thanks, Mom.”

				I kiss her forehead, and she lies back down. “What do you think you should do about the paper, Aud?”

				She’s quiet for a moment. “I’m going to ask Tristan if I can come back. I have an idea for a story I want to write. About Jack, but not about the accident.”

				“Good plan,” I whisper, and she shifts closer to me. I wrap her in my arms, the scent of her settling over me like a fire-warmed blanket. I drift into the darkness, Audrey heavy and silent and dreaming in my arms, and close my eyes to sleep without letting go of her.
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				It’s 9:00 a.m., and I’m elbow-deep in raw turkey, trying—and failing—to assemble the “turducken” for Thanksgiving dinner. The three birds are deboned, which is necessary to make this dish work, but each time I try to fit one bird inside another something else falls apart. It’s currently a fleshy mess, and looking at it all splayed in front of me, my appetite waning, I’m pretty sure I’ll be sticking with mashed potatoes and pecan pie for dinner.

				With a deep breath I start the assembly process over again, trying not to panic at how late it’s getting, when the doorbell rings.

				“Shit,” I mumble, fingers pinching the turkey skin, waiting for Audrey or Ryan to answer the door. “Can someone please get that?” I yell. But I know Ryan probably can’t hear me from upstairs, and Audrey—who’s supposed to be setting out guest towels and cleaning her room—is nowhere to be found. The bell rings once more, and I release the turkey skin, the entire thing falling open again. “Shit,” I say again, before grabbing a dish towel to wipe my hands.

				As I race to the front door, I nearly bump into Audrey who has materialized out of nowhere. “I got it, Mom,” she says, taking in my splattered apron. A moment later there’s a flourish of hugs and kisses when my dad and Carla walk in, Danny carrying their luggage up the front steps. I’m blowing air kisses, explaining my turkey hands and that I need to get back to the kitchen, when the dish towel is ripped from my hands, by Polly, Carla and Dad’s Boston terrier. “Oh!” I say, surprised by the force with which she tugs the towel out.

				“Polly, no!” Carla yells, her silver hair cut in a short bob, her skin weathered and golden from days in the Florida sunshine. Polly and the stolen dish towel disappear into the family room, and I swear in my head. “I’m sorry about this, Margaret,” Carla says. “She’s been cooped up on the plane and has forgotten her manners.” Manners?

				It’s at moments like these that I remember Carla never had a young, at-times mischievous child to care for, no one to teach things like “mind your p’s and q’s” to, or why you always look someone in the eye when they’re talking to you, or why chocolate chip cookies aren’t a reasonable breakfast. She certainly cared for Danny, but he was already a teenager when she came along.

				“Hugh, will you grab her cookies?” Carla asks Dad. “They’re in my bag.” Then, with an apologetic smile, she kicks off her shoes and follows Polly. Carla’s over a decade younger than Dad, which is obvious by how nimble she is as she dashes into the family room. Danny gives me a hug, whispers, “good luck” and retreats back down the steps and to his car to run home and get Sarit and their contributions for dinner.

				Dad sighs as he bends down to unzip Carla’s carry-on, his knees cracking and popping as he does. He pulls out a plastic baggie that contains something that looks like long, dried worms, deep brown and all shriveled up. “Damn dog,” he says, shaking his head. “Manners. What manners? I told Carla we should leave her at home, especially with your allergy, Margaret.”

				“Those are cookies?” Audrey asks, grimacing as she eyes the unsightly bag of brown worms.

				“Sweet potato strings, with a liver glaze,” my dad replies. “Carla bakes her a new batch on Sundays. I can’t remember the last time she baked me any sort of cookies.”

				“That’s disgusting,” Audrey says. “I’ll bake you cookies while you’re here, Grandpa. With chocolate chips and no liver.” She shudders dramatically.

				“And this is why you’re my favorite grandchild,” Dad says, kissing Audrey on top of her head.

				“I’m your only grandchild,” she says, smiling wide. “At least until my cousin comes along.” She gives my dad a hug before following Carla to see what other trouble Polly will get into. Audrey would love to have a dog, if my face didn’t blow up like a balloon as soon as I touched them.

				“Did you take your Claritin?” Dad asks me, as though reading my thoughts. Once a parent, always I parent, I think.

				I’m about to say, “Yes, Dad,” but then realize I actually forgot to take it this morning, between the stress of getting the turkey assembled and preparing for my family’s arrival. Shit. If I don’t take it soon, it will be too late, and I’ll be a snotty, itchy, puffy mess by lunchtime. I consider going to grab a pill right now, then decide I should be okay, as long as I don’t touch the dog.

				“Come in, come in,” I say, stretching out my neck as my dad steps closer to kiss my cheek so I don’t touch him with my grimy hands. He smells like Old Spice (vanilla, citrus, cedar, my childhood...), what he calls “the best aftershave ever made.” The scent is familiar, comforting, and I snuggle into his shoulder when he gives me a hug. “How was the flight?”

				“Just fine,” he says. He looks older than the last time I saw him, which was only about four months ago when they visited to escape the stifling heat of the Florida summer. “You look wonderful, sweetheart.”

				“Thanks, Dad.” I look unkempt, my hair pulled back without a brush, a spot of toothpaste crusted on my forehead from the night before when I tried to dry out a pimple, but I know he doesn’t see any of that. As I shut the door behind him I decide to stop stressing about dinner and the damn turducken, because we have a lot to be thankful for.

				* * *

				A couple of hours later we’re relaxing over coffee and Sarit’s cranberry orange loaf when the oven timer beeps. I excuse myself to baste the turducken, but when I walk into the kitchen I know right away something’s wrong: there’s no roasting turkey smell in the air. I open the oven, still cold, the bird a flesh-colored blob like it was when I stuck it in two hours ago, the butter pats dotting the skin.

				“No, no, no, no, no,” I say, each “no” getting increasingly louder. At the same time I sneeze, my eyes itchy and watery. I glance at the microwave’s clock. It’s almost noon. The turkey was supposed to have been cooking for two hours by now.

				I sneeze again and groan, knowing I took the Claritin too late and will be miserably stuffed up for the rest of the day. I’m still bent over, peering into the cold oven when Ryan walks in.

				“How’s it looking?” he asks. And when I don’t respond, staring in disbelief at our still-raw dinner, he says, “Meg?”

				“I forgot to turn the oven on.”

				“What?”

				I let the oven door close, stand up straight, then whip my oven mitts on to the counter with as much force as I can muster. “The oven has been off this whole time. For two hours.”

				Ryan frowns, walks over the oven and points at the buttons on the display. “Looks like you set it.”

				“I did set it,” I say. “However, I forgot to press On.” I sneeze. “I also forgot to take a Claritin before Polly arrived.” When I look at Ryan, I see he’s trying not to laugh.

				“Are you laughing at me?” I ask, grabbing a tissue for my nose. “This is a disaster.”

				He wraps me in his arms, which I resist initially before giving myself over to his strong embrace. “This is not a disaster.”

				“But your precious turducken,” I say, making a show of pouting.

				He kisses my nose. “Will get cooked and eaten and be delicious. Just two hours later than planned.” I wrap my arms around him and kiss him back, realizing how nice it is to just relax with Ryan.

				Dad strolls in the kitchen. “Sorry, kids,” he says, holding a hand over his eyes like a shield. “Just popping in for another cup of joe.”

				I stay in Ryan’s embrace as Dad pours more coffee into his mug. “Better help yourself to more of Sarit’s loaf,” I say. “Dinner’s going to be late.”

				“What happened?” Dad asks.

				“I forgot to turn the oven on,” I say, then start laughing. “It’s been a crazy few days and writing a to-do list only gets you so far.”

				“Your mom did that once,” he says. “The first Christmas dinner we hosted for my parents, who were very strict about mealtimes. Growing up, we used to eat at 5:45 sharp, right after Dad got home from work.” He smiles. “But Jane didn’t realize what she’d done until we sat down for dinner, and she pulled out the roast, and it was still bleeding raw!” He laughs, deep from his belly. “My parents never came over for dinner again, which I think actually made your mom pretty happy. I even accused her once of doing it on purpose.”

				“She never told me about that,” I say, smiling as I imagine the scenario. Then I sigh and look over my shoulder at the oven, reluctantly untangling myself from Ryan’s arms to press the oven’s start button. “Better late than never.”

				* * *

				“I’m going to tackle the dishes,” I say, standing from the couch where I’ve been lazily digesting dinner. I’m tired and stuffed up from Polly, but I’m happy, for the first time in a long time thinking of nothing beyond how delicious the turducken turned out to be, once it finally cooked. I want to stay on the couch, blissfully content with my feet on Ryan’s lap, but the thought of dirty dishes greeting me in the morning makes it hard to relax.

				“I’ll give you a hand,” Dad says, pushing his hand on his knees and standing, adding when I tell him to sit back down, “Nope. You’re stuck with me.”

				I blow my nose when I get to the kitchen, which does little to make me sound like any less of a foghorn when I speak. “Next time Polly stays home,” Dad says.

				“Next time I’ll remember to take the pill before you get here,” I reply, handing him a dish towel. “And also to turn the oven on.”

				Dad laughs and puts the dish towel over his shoulder, helping me stack and organize the plates, glasses and cutlery. As I retie my apron and fill the sink with hot, soapy water, Dad unbuttons the cuffs of his shirt and rolls up the sleeves. I glance over as I put the first wineglass into the drying rack, noticing something white poking out from under the edge of his sleeve.

				“What’s that?” I ask, pointing a sudsy hand at his arm.

				He tugs a bit on the sleeve, clearly trying to hide whatever it is I’ve noticed, and focuses on drying the glass in his hands. “Just a bandage.”

				I set another few wineglasses carefully into the water. “What did you do?”

				He doesn’t immediately answer and puts down the now dried wineglass into the cupboard, sighing.

				I stop washing dishes. “What?”

				“I don’t want you to get upset,” he begins, but I interrupt him. “Dad, what is it?”

				“I had a mole removed,” he says, then points at the sink. “Keep washing. I need something to dry.”

				“A mole? When?”

				“Last week,” he says. “Do you want me to wash?”

				I ignore his attempts to distract me away from the conversation. “What kind of mole?”

				He looks at me directly, tilts his chin down, raises his gray and slightly wiry eyebrows. “The kind you don’t want to leave on your arm.”

				My throat feels like its closing.

				“Now, it was a melanoma, Margaret, but they got every last bit of it.”

				I’m right back in my parents’ living room, the night I learned my mom was sick. But this time it’s scarier, because back then I didn’t understand how swiftly cancer can rip away the ones you love. Back then it was a disease with treatment options, with survival stories.

				Recognizing my panic, knowing me well, he pulls out two kitchen chairs. “Let’s sit down.”

				“I don’t want to sit down, Dad. I want to know why you’re only just telling me about all this now?”

				“Margaret, you need to calm down.”

				“I do not need to calm down,” I say in frustration, thinking how useless it is to tell someone who’s upset to “calm down.”

				Dad sighs and sits down in one of the chairs. I make no move to join him. “Look, honey. It’s not a big deal. Carla saw it, made me go to the doctor. And he said it’s a tiny speck of bad stuff, easy to cut out. The margins are clean. I have a few stitches, and soon it will just be a small scar with a boring story.”

				I’m about to ask exactly what his doctor said when Danny walks in carrying a bottle of champagne. “What’s going on in here?” he asks, noting my expression and seeing dad sitting at the table looking uncomfortable.

				“She saw the bandage,” Dad says, sighing, as he rolls his cuff down one turn to hide it completely. The way he says it, I realize Dad may not have told me, but he did tell my brother.

				I turn on Danny. “You knew about this? How could you not tell me?”

				“Mags, relax.” Danny puts down the plates and holds out his hands. “It wasn’t some big secret we were keeping from you. I was going to tell you when we came over for dinner the other night but then I just didn’t get around to it.”

				I scowl at my little brother, who looks genuinely pained. Just then Audrey walks in, a bright smile warming her cheeks. She leans on my dad’s shoulder and watches me expectantly. “Did you ask?” she says to Danny.

				“I haven’t had a chance yet.” Then he turns to me. “I was going to open this for a toast. Okay if Aud has the tiniest bit?” He holds his index finger and thumb a smidge apart. “Just a taste, for her birthday?”

				Putting my hands on my hips, I face Audrey and watch her smile falter as she sees my expression. “Really?” I ask her, flashing back to her declaration that she was done with alcohol. “I mean, come on, Aud. Use your head. It hasn’t even been a week.”

				“A week since what?” Dad asks, looking between us.

				“Nothing,” Audrey says quickly. She won’t look at me and keeps her head down as she moves back by the doorway. “It’s okay. I don’t want any, Uncle Danny. Thanks, though.”

				Dad looks at Audrey’s retreating figure, then at Danny and me. “What was that about?”

				“Forget about it, Dad,” I mutter, going back to the dishes. I slam my hands into the hot, soapy water, hold them under the surface despite the burn. “Please, don’t give my not-even sixteen-year-old any champagne, Danny.”

				“All right, you got it,” my brother says quietly. I’m not sure what happened for Audrey to think there was even a chance she’d get a sip of champagne tonight, and I’m hoping Ryan wasn’t present for the conversation, otherwise...

				“Anything you want to talk about?” Dad stands beside me again and takes one of the dishes I set in the drying rack. I imagine sitting back at the kitchen table with my dad, asking what he and Mom talked about after they caught me drinking that first time, if they argued about how to punish me, if they ever found themselves drifting apart because there are so many priorities when you’re a parent, and something has to give...

				“So many things,” I say with a sigh, before adding, “Like, when does this get easier?”

				“Being a parent, you mean?”

				I nod, and Dad laughs. “It never gets easier. Just gets less hard.”

				I scowl. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

				“No,” he says, giving me a wink. “Talk to me in another, oh, five years. You’ll understand better then.”

				“I hope we all make it until then,” I say, giving him a wry smile. He bends down to kiss my cheek, and then we go back to the washing and drying, both of us silent with our own thoughts.
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				“I think there’s too much side boob.” Julie stares at me in the fitting room mirror, tilting her head to one side as she evaluates my half-naked form. She’s also in semi-dress, wearing leggings, a long cardigan that’s open, and a crescent moon-shaped hot pink bra that has only enough material to cover a sliver of breast. The whole getup is ridiculous—Julie likes to pick the most outrageous thing to try on whenever we go shopping—but by the way she’s been dancing around in front of the mirror, her breasts bouncing but definitely looking more voluptuous than ever, I wouldn’t be surprised if the bra finds its way home with her.

				“You think?” I ask, pivoting so my side faces the mirror. I consider the top half of my body critically, which isn’t hard as I’m standing in only a black strapless bra and my jeans. I shift to the other side. I can see what she’s saying; there’s definitely some overhang. I poke at the extra pouch of skin that bulges over the top of the black lace, right near my armpit. Then I pull my shoulders back, put my hands on my hips and suck in my breath. The bulge stretches with my body and almost entirely disappears. “This better?” I ask, my voice straining.

				“I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you can hold that pose all through dinner,” Julie says, laughing. “Put the other one back on. The nonlacy one, with the fussy snap. I don’t think there was side boob with that one.”

				I stare at the pile of bras on the chair in the fitting room, discouraged. I’m planning to wear my black dress tonight—the only dress I wear anymore when I have anything remotely formal to attend. I have plenty of other outfits hanging in my closet, but this is the one that always makes me look my best. And tonight, for Ryan’s partner dinner I want to look—and feel—my best.

				But when I tried on my faithful strapless bra an hour ago, having a vague memory something wasn’t right about it the last time I wore it, I realized what the problem was: the underwire was bent and poking through the fabric. Then I remembered I wore it to a colleague’s wedding six months earlier, under the black dress, and was horrified when Tom pulled me aside to tell me there was something metallic and shiny sticking out from my armpit. Damn underwire. Why I hadn’t just tossed the bra the second I got home I have no idea.

				As I’m riffling through the mound of discarded bras looking for the one Julie means, my phone vibrates from my jeans’ back pocket. Abandoning the pile, I stand and pull out my phone, looking at the screen. Andrew Beckett.

				“Found it,” Julie says, holding up the bra with the annoying clasp I’m certain I’ll never be able to do on my own. She sees my expression. “What’s wrong? Who is it?”

				“It’s Andrew. Andrew Beckett.” The phone is still ringing. I’m anxious, irrationally nervous to answer it. I consider letting it go to voice mail. Things have been quiet between us for the past week, busy with our families for the holiday—Andrew texted to say both his parents and Alysse’s were in town, and so they’d have to put a hold on house hunting. I wonder if Alysse told Andrew she paid me a visit, if him putting the house hunt off has more to do with trying to appease her or because they legitimately have too much going on with company in town. Either way, it was the right moment to tell him I was bowing out, would recommend another Realtor at the brokerage. But I didn’t. Honestly, it wasn’t a conversation I was looking forward to having, especially if Alysse hadn’t yet told Andrew about what happened at my office.

				Julie looks at me curiously. “Well, aren’t you going to answer it?”

				“Yes, I’m going to answer it.” I toss her an irritated glance, and she hands me the bra. “I’ll just be outside,” she whispers, loosely wrapping the cardigan around her so only a speck of pink pokes through, before opening the fitting room door and sliding out.

				I pause once she leaves, bra in one hand, phone in the other, and look in the mirror while the ringing continues. Knowing it will go to voice mail any second, I swipe the screen to answer the call and take a step toward the chair to sit down. But one foot gets caught in a bra strap and I trip, pitching forward. Catching myself on the edge of the chair so I don’t fall headfirst into the fitting room mirror, I bang my elbow hard against the wall. An explosion of pins and needles blossoms through my elbow and arm. “Ouch!”

				“Meg? Hello?” Andrew asks.

				“Yes, sorry.” I untangle the bra strap from my foot and push the pile of bras to the side so I can sit down, rubbing at my arm and elbow as I do. Glancing at my reflection, I see just how far away my hair is from being evening-out ready, and notice how many little rolls of fat lap over the top of my jeans, like the layers of frosting on a cupcake. I twist my body away from the mirror and sit up straighter. “Hi, Andrew. How are things?”

				“Is this a bad time?” Andrew asks, ignoring my question. I lean forward and grab my sweater, quickly sliding my arms in one at a time before pulling it over my head. I know it’s silly because he can’t see me, but it feels strange talking with Andrew in only my bra.

				“No. It’s fine. But I’m running a bit—”

				“Can you come to the hospital, Meg?” He doesn’t sound like himself, and I go cold all over, even through the warmth of my sweater.

				“What’s wrong?” I press the phone tight to my ear. Tucking my feet on the edge of the plastic chair, I circle my arm around my bent legs to hold them in place.

				Andrew’s voice is shaky. “Aly’s out of town for the night. A business trip she couldn’t get out of.”

				“Oh. Okay.” I’m confused, Andrew’s tone not matching his words. He sounds scared, but I can’t figure out what Aly being away for one night has to do with any of that. “What’s happening at the hospital? Are you okay?”

				“I’m fine. And I hate to bug you, but as pathetic as this is, I couldn’t think of anyone else to call.” He laughs, but he sounds far from happy.

				“Andrew, you can call me anytime,” I say, with emphasis on anytime. “What’s going on?”

				“It’s Jack.” His words come faster now. “He was really out of it earlier, and he’s having some weird symptoms. They aren’t sure what’s going on. He’s having tests done now. My parents are at my sister’s, and Aly’s parents took Sam out for dinner and to see a show, and well...honestly, I could use a friend.”

				I swallow hard, anxiety filling me. “Say no more. Give me forty minutes, okay?”

				He lets out a breath, full of relief. “Thanks, Meg.” He gives me Jack’s room number and tells me to text if there’s any issue.

				“You bet,” I reply, grabbing a pen out of my purse and writing the room number on my palm. “See you soon.”
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				I step out of the taxi at six-thirty and walk into the hospital, heading up to Jack’s room in the rehabilitation wing. As my heels click clack on the linoleum floor, I think about Ryan and our 8:00 p.m. dinner reservation. I should probably call him, let him know where I am and that I might be a few minutes late, but I’m almost at Jack’s room and decide not to bother. If I only stay at the hospital for twenty minutes, thirty tops, it should be fine. If I’m going to be longer I can always call Ryan then.

				As I approach the room number Andrew gave me I wipe some of the deep red lipstick off with the back of my hand, suddenly feeling like it’s too loud and showy for the setting. I knock on the closed door and, when I don’t hear anything, knock again and then push the door open slightly. “Hello? It’s Meg.”

				It’s then I see Jack in the bed, earphones on and his head turned away from me. He clearly didn’t hear me come in. There are tubes running into his arm, plenty of white tape strips holding it in place, and a monitor beeping over his head.

				I haven’t yet visited Jack in the hospital—he’s been in the ICU, which meant visitors were limited to immediate family (and Audrey on one occasion, when Sam snuck her in as his “sister”)—but have been meaning to now that he’s on the rehabilitation floor. Yet, even though I’ve had updates from Andrew, and Audrey, and Ryan, I haven’t seen Jack since the accident. And I’m not prepared.

				He seems frail, his wrists and collarbones more delicate than they should be for someone his age and size. One half of his head has been shaved for surgery, and a puckered, stapled scar shows itself in the pale shadow of hair that’s since grown back. There’s still a lot of bruising, the mottling on his skin mostly green and pale yellow now. But it’s the bedsheets that make me stumble back a step, banging noisily into a chair behind me.

				The thin, beige blanket lying over Jack outlines his right leg, long and still and stretching down nearly to the end of the bed. But on the left the sheet drops off halfway, where his lower leg used to be.

				At the sound of me bumping into the chair Jack turns his head, looks my way, and for a moment I’m not sure he recognizes me. His eyelids are heavy, swollen, and his lips dry, though I see a tube of Vaseline on the table beside him.

				“Hi, Jack,” I say.

				“Hi,” he replies, his voice raspy. Then he turns away from me again, and I’m left standing there, wishing I could trade places with him, give him back his leg. His life. I want to shout out that I never should have waved him across the road, how sorry I am I didn’t see Sarah’s car and for everything that came after, but I don’t because I know it won’t help anything.

				Just then an orderly walks into the room. “Hey, Jack,” the orderly—a young guy, maybe thirty, with two sleeves of tattoos poking out from under his scrubs—says, untangling some of the tubing. “Time for your hall pass.” He moves Jack’s IV bag from the wheeled pole to the one attached to the head of the bed, then puts the metal sides up so Jack won’t fall out.

				A moment later Andrew arrives, holding his phone against his chest. He sees me, smiles briefly, then looks at Jack. “Want to talk with Mom?”

				Jack shakes his head no, and Andrew looks discouraged. The orderly turns to Andrew. “We’re heading to CT. I’ll have him back in about an hour, okay?”

				“Okay,” Andrew says, as the orderly begins pushing Jack’s bed from the room. “See you soon, buddy.”

				“Just give me a second?” Andrew says to me once Jack’s out of the room, putting the phone back to his ear. I nod and sit in the chair, watching Andrew as he paces by the window. He looks terrible—tired, pale and wrung out.

				“Aly, take it easy...You do not need to get on a plane. Things are under control...Yes, I told them that...Yes, yes. They’re doing it now...” Andrew’s saying into the phone, quietly but I can hear him well enough in Jack’s small room. The hospital room feels cold and impersonal, but there’s been an effort to add warmth with personal touches, like a quilt on the bed, stacks of video games on the side table, and get-well cards taped to the walls. I read a few of the cards, well wishes from Jack’s classmates, family and his golf team, so it doesn’t appear as though I’m eavesdropping on Andrew’s conversation, even though it’s impossible not to.

				“How’s everything there?” Andrew puts a hand on his hip and tilts his head back slightly, staring out the window into a dark night sky, with the contents of Jack’s hospital room, including the blinking machines and fluorescent overhead lights, reflecting back on us in the large window.

				I wish I hadn’t come, feel like I’m intruding even though Andrew asked me to. I’m not even sure why I’m here, especially because whatever crisis happened with Jack seems to be under control, and I have somewhere I need to be. With Ryan, at his partners dinner that I know means a lot to him. But Andrew said he needed a friend, and that’s exactly what I promised him I would be.

				“I’ll call when I know more...Okay...Yes. Try to get some rest...Talk soon.” He pulls the phone away from his ear and then sets it down on the ledge by the window, turning toward me as he does.

				“Hi,” he says.

				“Hi.” I stand from the chair, walk toward him. He gives me a hug, releasing me a few moments later.

				“You okay?” I ask.

				He nods. “I’m as okay as I can be.”

				“I’m glad.”

				“You look beautiful, by the way.” Heat rises in my cheeks, and I’m glad I wiped off most of the lipstick. But, if I’m being honest, I also feel a tickle of pleasure at his words.

				“Thank you,” I reply, because I’m not sure how else to respond.

				He takes in my dress, my heels, the makeup I don’t usually wear. “Clearly you are supposed to be somewhere more important,” he says, frowning slightly. “You should have told me you had plans. What am I pulling you away from?”

				“Oh, it’s nothing.” I shiver, which I blame on the cool room, though I know it’s more complicated than the hospital’s aggressive ventilation system. Andrew reaches out to rub my arm a few times. “I know, it’s freezing in here,” he says. “I always have to add an extra layer when I’m staying for a while.”

				“It’s fine,” I reply, making a small, subtle shift in my stance so his hand is no longer in contact with my arm. He appears to not notice my discomfort, which is fully rooted now that I’ve realized the thing I should have realized ages ago: Andrew may be a friend, but there’s something else there. A feeling between us I can’t put my finger on, or perhaps don’t want to. And it isn’t one-sided, no matter how hard I’ve tried to convince myself of that since the night in the car. I know I shouldn’t focus on whatever this thing is, because if I do it might cause a chain reaction. Like a row of dominoes all lined up, when one topples over it’s only a matter of time before they all fall down.

				“I hope I’m not making you late for something important,” he says, snapping me back from my thoughts.

				“No worries,” I reply, waving a hand. “I have plenty of time to get there.” It’s not true, and I should be in a taxi on my way to the restaurant. I don’t know why I’m vague about where I’m going, but I’m sure if I tell him it’s dinner with Ryan and his colleagues he’ll feel even worse for asking me to come. And I don’t want to be responsible for making Andrew feel worse about anything.

				“Besides, it’s just a casual dinner with friends. They won’t even miss me yet.” Now I think of Jamie, single and probably on time for dinner, and then immediately hate myself for the sprig of jealousy that begins to grow inside me. “So, what happened with Jack?”

				Andrew sits in one of the chairs by the window, and I sit in the other, crossing my legs away from him so our knees aren’t as close. “He was fine all morning, playing video games with Sam one minute and then the next, having trouble catching his breath. At first I thought he might just be having a panic attack—he’s had a few of those—but it seemed different this time. Then he passed out, but only for a few seconds. Sam was upset, and I asked Aly’s parents to come and get him. They’re taking him out to a movie, trying to keep his mind off everything. He was pretty upset when he left.”

				“Oh, no,” I say. “I hope he’s okay.” I think maybe I should call Audrey once I get in the taxi, suggest she check in with Sam and find out how he’s doing, but then remember she’s out for dinner with my dad and Carla.

				Andrew frowns, and I know he’s thinking about both his boys—not just the one lying somewhere below us in a CT scanner. “This has been hard on Sam, especially lately. I think the reality of Jack’s situation is starting to set in.” He pauses, leaves it at that. “Anyway, the doctors believe today was just Jack’s body reacting to the trauma, something called a ‘vasovagal response.’ It causes a fast heart rate, shortness of breath, fainting. But they need to check his brain in case it’s related somehow to his head injury, which is why he’s getting a CT.”

				I nod, am about to say I’m sure it’s all fine, that at least Jack’s here surrounded by medical experts who can handle whatever comes up, when I see Andrew’s face crumple. His shoulders follow suit, rolling forward so his head sags from his neck as though it’s too heavy to hold up. He’s also shaking noticeably as he hides his face in his hands.

				I’m in shock at the sudden shift. And without thinking, I grab his hands from his face and hold them tight, feeling the wetness from his palms transfer to mine. “Andrew, look at me.” He won’t, continues crying in deep, heaving sobs. I yank on his hands again, forcing him to look up. Oh, God. I almost lose my breath, and certainly some of my composure, at what I see in his face. He’s broken. He looks like he’s ready to give up, the determination and fight gone.

				All because you waved Jack across the street.

				I push down my own feelings and then say all the things I would want to hear if our situations were reversed. And though I have no business promising anything, because we can never know what will happen, I do it anyway.

				“Andrew, listen to me. Jack is going to be okay. I promise you, he will. He’s young, and strong, and he’s already made it through so much. Too much to stop now.” Andrew nods slowly at my words, his cheeks red and patchy from the force of his breakdown. I keep going. “He’s in the best place he can be, and they’re going to figure this out and fix it. They will fix this, Andrew. Because that’s what they do. So you just have to hang on because he needs you. Jack, and Sam, they need you to keep it together, okay?”

				He raises his face to mine, blinks a couple of times to clear the tears out of his eyes. I release one hand to grab a tissue from the table, handing it to him. He squeezes his eyes shut, wipes his face and takes a deep breath. “Okay?” I ask again. “Can you do that for me?”

				“I’ll try,” he says, his voice husky, then a bit stronger, “I will.” I hug him, feeling how his body still quivers. When I pull back he looks a bit better, though still desperately sad.

				Our fingers are entwined, and he starts rubbing his thumb over my palm, where a faint pen outline of Jack’s room number lingers, not fully washed away when I was getting ready. It tickles a little, but I don’t pull away even though I know I should. His head is bent, his thumb still caressing my hand gently, and the mild tickling distracts me.

				He doesn’t look up, keeps his eyes on our hands. I’m about to pull mine away when he picks it up and places it against his mouth, planting a gentle kiss on the spot he was just rubbing.

				“Thank you for coming, Meg,” he whispers. “I just feel so fucking alone.”

				Suddenly I’m having an out-of-body experience, like my head detaches from the rest of me, my ability to make a sound decision gone at his confession. When our eyes meet, my hand still in his, I know what I need to do: take away his worry and fear, however I can. Let him know he is not alone, that I’m here for him.

				I lean forward and softly kiss his cheek, which when I think about it later—because I won’t be able to stop thinking about it—seems a ridiculous way to convey my support. What did you think that kiss would accomplish? I’ll wonder. What the hell were you thinking?

				While the simple gesture might have come from a good, honest place, it’s obviously a poor choice. A dangerous decision, because it shifts things and changes the dynamic, bringing that something between us right to the surface, where it’s impossible to ignore.

				And while I have no intention of things going further, that’s not what happens.

				After my lips graze his cheek I start to pull away, am about to tell him I’m here for him. But the words never leave me, because without properly thinking it through, I lean in again and kiss his partially open, surprised lips—not unlike the kiss in the car, except this time I’m the one initiating it.

				Andrew stills for a moment as my lips press against his, but then he’s kissing me back and this time I don’t pull away. Until my phone starts ringing a minute later from across the room, inside my purse, breaking the spell and forcing me to open my eyes to see what I’ve done.
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				I arrive to dinner twenty minutes late, and Ryan is noticeably perturbed, his smile failing to make its way to his eyes when I’m seated. I had texted him to let him know there was an emergency, but implied it had to do with work, and said I was stuck at the office. I feel ill as I take my seat, thinking about what just happened at the hospital. What I did.

				“Sorry I’m late,” I whisper to Ryan as the waiter fans my napkin over my lap. “I didn’t mean to keep you all waiting.”

				“It’s fine,” he murmurs, but his tone tells me he’s irritated. I try to look happy and relaxed as Ryan introduces me to the group at the table, as though I didn’t just kiss a man who is not my husband less than an hour ago. It also appears Jamie didn’t come solo after all, a woman with a jet-black bob and choppy bangs I wish I could pull off is sitting beside her. She’s introduced as Fiona, a physical therapist and obviously Jamie’s girlfriend, and my stomach drops further as I say hello, nice to meet you to Fiona and then the rest of the table in turn.

				When the waiter asks if I’d like white or red, I don’t say “just sparkling water for me, please” like I normally would. “Red, please,” I say, and see Ryan’s eyebrows rise slightly. Later, I’ll say it was a night for celebration, and I didn’t want to be the only nondrinker at the table, though the truth is I hoped it would help me forget what happened earlier.

				I take a large gulp of the wine and promptly choke on it, Jamie’s hand patting my back as a stream of red comes shooting painfully out of my nose. Ryan’s crouched on the other side of the table, talking with one of the other partners, and stands quickly like he has springs in his legs as I snort out my wine.

				“Well, that was dramatic,” I say, sputtering a little as I laugh awkwardly and press the napkin Jamie hands me to my dress and the tablecloth in front of me. I wipe my nose, burning from the wine, and apologize to the table of Ryan’s colleagues and spouses, who look startled but also amused. “The first step is admitting you have a drinking problem, right?” I say, hating my bad joke. But they all chuckle kindly as I excuse myself to go to the ladies room.

				A few minutes later my dress is mostly dry thanks to the hand dryer in the washroom, and there’s a fresh glass of wine and new napkin at my spot. After the waiter takes our orders we drink our wine and nibble on appetizers, and I learn more about Ryan’s partners and the plans they have for the clinic, which sound ambitious and amazing and much further along than I realized. And the more I listen, watch Ryan laugh and share stories, see how excited he is by this new venture, the worse I feel about what transpired this evening. To the point where when dinner arrives I don’t think I can keep a bite down.

				“Something wrong?” Ryan asks, watching me push pieces of my steak around the plate without eating much. He glances at me before going back to his own meal, cutting into his tenderloin. “You haven’t touched your dinner.”

				“No, it’s delicious.” I put the tiniest piece of meat into my mouth, forcing my teeth to chew it. I swallow around the lump in my throat, wash it down with a sip of wine from my second glass—briefly noting I need to cut myself off—and give him a smile. “How’s yours?”

				Through the rest of dinner I do my best to engage with everyone, and overall it’s a perfectly pleasant evening. It might have even been fun if I wasn’t dragging around a huge boulder of remorse. I also drink far too much, more than I have since I was a teenager actually. But the wine does help soften the edges of what happened earlier, even though I’m drunk by the time we stand up to go home. If not for Ryan catching my elbow when I clumsily push my chair back to give Jamie a hug goodbye, I would have landed right on my ass on the restaurant floor.

				In the taxi on the way home Ryan is chatty, his irritation at my lateness long gone, and he keeps up a constant stream of conversation. It’s mostly one-sided, but he doesn’t seem to notice how quiet I am. I know I’ll regret that third glass of wine in a couple of hours, but for now it keeps the details from earlier in the evening blissfully hazy, and I can almost pretend like none of it happened.

				We’re clumsy and loud when we get home, Ryan dropping the key a couple of times before finally getting it in the front door. Shushing one another as we stumble around the foyer, not wanting to wake my dad and Carla, or Audrey, since it’s after one in the morning, we make our way as quietly as we can up to bed. It’s only when Ryan is sleeping soundly beside me, naked and snoring and tangled around me so I’m hot and uncomfortable and unable to drift off, that the thoughts overtake me.

				I try to rationalize it, to look at it logically and without emotion, and still can’t sort it out—like trying to unravel a pile of necklaces that have become tangled, I can’t find where one thing starts and the other ends. Is what I’ve done merely a reaction to my sense of responsibility for the accident and Andrew’s grief? My overwhelming need to fix things, to pay penance for my mistake? Or is it more than that... Are Ryan and I truly happy? Is our marriage on solid ground or, after twenty-four years together, is there a fault line emerging from somewhere below the surface?

				It’s around three in the morning when I finally get up to grab a glass of water to counteract the sickening headache behind my eyes that the truth hits me. I nearly fall down the stairs when it does, the shock of it so great I miss a step and catch myself painfully on the railing with my side. Rubbing the sore spot, where I know I’ll have a bruise tomorrow, I stand perfectly still on the staircase, unable to move.

				I kissed Andrew because I wanted to.

				I can say it’s because I hoped to comfort him in his time of need, or because I’m trying to make up for things—however misguided my actions may be—but that’s not the whole truth. Nor is it because of anything Ryan was doing, or not doing, or the state of my marriage—which I’ve now realized was, for all intents and purposes, intact and unblemished and mostly fine until this evening.

				No, the truth is I wanted to kiss Andrew.

				And so I did, ignoring in that moment Ryan, my vows, or even what the kiss might mean to Andrew.
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				I sleep fitfully, dream again of Paige, though this time it’s more a memory than a bizarre nightmare. She’s lying in the tall grass near the oak tree Josh hit with his car, and though I know she’s never getting up from that spot, her eyes are open and she’s talking to me. “Why didn’t you buckle my seat belt, Maggie?” she asks.

				“I wish I did,” I tell her, but she doesn’t seem to hear me, asking the question again, and then again. “Why didn’t you buckle my seat belt?”

				I become frustrated. “I don’t know!” I yell at her. “Why didn’t you?”

				She nods her head, a dejected look coming over the half of her face not mangled by the windshield. “I wish I had,” is all she says, and then I wake up. Not with a jolt, like in the past. My heart rate is normal; I’m not sweaty or panicked. Just sad, with a familiar longing I don’t know how to soothe.

				Ryan’s still snoring softly beside me, and the sun has begun its rise. As our room brightens I allow myself to think about Andrew. I imagine what advice Mom would give me right now, if I could ask her for some. She’d probably start with, “Jesus Christ, Margaret. Well, you dove straight into the deep end, so I hope you’re ready to swim.” Then she’d pour me a glass of something strong, like bourbon, from an old dusty bottle she kept on the top shelf, and as she pushed the glass toward me she’d say, “Fixing this is going to be twice as hard as breaking it, but this is as good a place as any to start.”

				I roll over and look at Ryan, whose face is lit in stripes by the sunshine peeking through our blinds, taking in the stubble on his chin, his slightly chapped lips from drinking too much last night, the ski jump slant of his nose (which Audrey inherited exactly), the few gray hairs at his temple. His eyelids flutter, and I quickly close mine, not wanting him to know I’ve been watching him. Or maybe knowing if he looks in my eyes right now, he’ll see right through me.

				His dry lips are rough as they kiss my nose, his morning breath pungent and hot against my skin. I pretend to wake at his touch, murmuring and stretching my legs and arms as I open my eyes. “Morning,” he says quietly, his voice rough with sleep.

				“Morning,” I say.

				“How are you feeling?”

				“Terrible,” I reply, with a groan. “You?”

				“A bit better than terrible, but not much.”

				I nod, and the movement sends sharp spikes of pain through my head. “I’m glad I met everyone last night,” I say. “Even if I can barely think through this headache.”

				“I hear you.” He yawns deeply, and his jaw cracks. Then he lies on his side, gives me an amused look. “I don’t think I’ve seen you drink that much in twenty years.”

				“I know,” I say, rolling on to my back and resting my head in the nest I create with my arms. “By the way, why didn’t you tell me Jamie has a girlfriend?”

				“Wife actually,” Ryan says, dragging his body out of bed. “I didn’t think it mattered.” He sleeps naked, and I watch the muscles in his legs and abdomen flex while he goes through the motions of putting on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. “I’m not used to you being jealous. I sort of liked it.” He winks, grabs a tube of ChapStick and runs it over his lips.

				“You did not,” I grumble. “Besides, I wasn’t jealous.”

				“Hmm-hmm,” he says. “I’m going to make some coffee. Want me to bring you up a cup?”

				Just then we hear a loud crash followed by Carla yelling, “Polly, no!”

				I roll my eyes while Ryan chuckles. “That dog is more work than a toddler,” he says.

				“At least it reminds me to take this morning’s Claritin.”

				“Silver linings,” Ryan replies, tossing me the packet of allergy pills lying on the top of our dresser.

				“I’ll be right down. Just going to take a quick shower first.”

				“Okay,” he says, heading out the door but then turning back at the last minute. “I meant to ask. What happened last night?”

				I stare at him blankly, hoping he can’t see the panic I’m feeling inside. “What do you mean?” Visions of kissing Andrew in Jack’s hospital room fill my head, and I nearly retch with the weight of it all.

				He looks at me, his mouth turned down in a frown, and I think, what does he know? “You do not look good.”

				I force out a laugh. “Thanks. You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

				He smiles, runs a hand through his hair and gives the strands a little shake so they stand up at the front in a mini hawk. “Seriously, is all okay with work? I didn’t mean to be an ass about you being late.”

				I push thoughts of Andrew from my mind, try to focus on Ryan. “All good. Nothing to worry about.”

				He nods, then grimaces with the movement, pressing his fingers to his temples and rubbing them in circles. “Want a shot of something to get rid of these headaches before coffee?”

				I moan and say only if he wants to see it come back up, at which point we share a laugh about the wine coming out my nose incident before he heads downstairs to make coffee. Alone for a few moments, I grab my phone and turn it on, waiting while it uploads whatever came through during the night.

				My screen loads with text messages—three from Andrew. The first fills me with relief: CT confirms Jack is fine. Nothing serious. Thanks again for coming.

				But the next two cause my stomach to clench:

				Can you call me?

				I hope you’re not upset. Let’s just talk about it, okay?

				It. The kiss. What’s there to say? Suddenly my wine-soaked stomach contracts forcefully, and I just make it to the bathroom before throwing up, my phone still in my hand.

				After I brush my teeth, admitting I feel better now that my stomach is empty, I see there’s one more text, from Julie.

				On my way. Be there in 10

				Shit. I forgot Julie talked me into a Spynga exercise class—a combination of spinning and yoga, though thankfully not at the same time, like I originally thought. I agreed to go only because she begged me, saying if she didn’t get out of the house and away from her in-laws for a few hours she might run away and never come back. And since Dad and Carla were taking Audrey shopping for her birthday present this morning, I knew I wouldn’t be missed. Plus, she promised brunch afterward, her treat.

				I quickly brush my teeth again and throw my hair into a ponytail. Then I delete Andrew’s messages, unanswered, and turn to leave the bathroom to get dressed—too fast, forcing me to stand still for a few moments while my head clears. I swallow against another wave of nausea, hoping I don’t vomit all over my spin bike.
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				“I’m staying near the back,” I tell Julie, as we head into the spinning studio. We snag the last two spots for the packed class, and the already-full room is hot. I’m desperate to escape as I look around for an empty bike near the door. “There’s a sixty-percent chance I will throw up at some point in the next thirty minutes.”

				“Oh, sixty percent is nothing. You’ll be fine, even if you do look a little green at the moment,” Julie says, lowering the seat on a bike next to mine and wiping down the handlebars. “I can’t wait to hear what happened at dinner to make you look like this.”

				I wipe down my own bike, set my water bottle into the holder, push away thoughts of Andrew. “You would have loved watching me spit wine out of my nose at the table.”

				Julie laughs, hard. “Damn, why can’t you do stuff like that when we go out?”

				The music starts up, making it impossible for us to chat further. I resign myself to thirty minutes of physical hell and get onto my bike. Julie enthusiastically pedals, her feet whipping around and around as she climbs the virtual hills, pouring sweat but still finding the energy (and breath) to respond to the instructor’s “How we doing, ladies?” with a booming “Spin-tastic!” when prompted.

				While Julie works hard for her brunch calories, I pedal halfheartedly and keep the tension on the lowest setting possible. By the cooldown I’ve barely broken a sweat, but at least I make it through the class without incident. I’m feeling a bit better, at least physically, when we move into the yoga studio for the second half of the class. Rolling out our mats—again near the door, because while things are less dicey, there’s still a solid 25, 30 percent chance I could vomit—Julie starts telling me about the book she’s reading.

				“I was starting to feel like the last stay-at-home mom to read it, and I was with her, mostly, until the socks part,” she says, going into a downward dog position at the instructor’s prompting.

				I have the book—full of home organization and closet clean-out strategies—on my shelf, but haven’t cracked the spine yet. “What about the socks?”

				“She says your socks need to rest after the long day they put in, the pounding they go through between your feet and shoes.” Julie breathes in deeply through her nose. “You’re supposed to roll them separately in your drawer, so they can relax overnight.”

				“Wow, I want to come back in another life as her socks,” I say, following Julie’s movements, my hands and feet firmly planted on my mat with my butt sticking up toward the ceiling so I’m in the proper inverted V position for the downward dog.

				“No kidding,” Julie says.

				“Breathe through your nose. That’s it. That’s it,” the instructor says, moving fluidly around the room in his bare feet, pulling on hips, pushing on shoulders to morph our bodies into the correct positions. My head pounds uncomfortably in the upside-down position. “I hate yoga,” I whisper to Julie.

				“No, you don’t. You hate yoga with a hangover. There’s a big difference.”

				I mumble that this is my first and last Spynga class, no matter how many brunches she tries to woo me with, and shift into a warrior position, now facing the large mirror that lines one wall of the studio. It’s then I see her: Emma, in the front row, looking perfect in her yoga pants and fitted tank top, a concentrated look on her glowing face.

				At that exact moment she notices me in the mirror, and I quickly shift my gaze so it doesn’t look as though I’m staring. We move into “Chaturanga” and I whisper to Julie, “Emma’s here.”

				Julie shifts into upward facing dog, takes a deep, cleansing breath through her nose as instructed. “She’s always here.” Back to downward dog we go. “Don’t be mad, but we had a coffee the other week after class.”

				While slightly perturbed at Julie’s confession, I’m aware that only a few months ago I would have been downright upset. After what happened on New Year’s Eve I’ve maintained there’s a right (mine) and wrong (Emma’s) side of this feud, and my ever-loyal friend Julie should stay on the right side. But today I can’t get worked up about them having coffee, too many other, more-pressing things on my mind. Plus, I’m tired of being pissed off at Emma. It’s exhausting hating someone for this long.

				“I’m not mad,” I say, which is the surprising truth, and Julie gives me a look before standing upright to get into tree pose. I do the same, holding my hands in prayer position in front of my chest while trying to balance on one leg, the other one bent with my foot resting on my inner thigh. I sneak a glance at Emma again, see her closed eyes and steady pose, and promptly lose my balance, tumbling over and into Julie.

				“Keep your eyes on your drishti,” the instructor says, clearly for my benefit as the rest of the class holds the pose. “Remember, in yoga, drishti is the point of focus during your practice. We gaze outward while bringing awareness inward.”

				Right now the last thing I want to do is bring my awareness any further inward, because if I do I might blurt out what happened last night right here in yoga class.

				“I’ll meet you in the lounge,” I whisper to Julie, bending over to roll up my mat as quickly as I can.

				Her eyebrows rise. “You okay?”

				I nod and skulk out of the class, purposefully keeping my eyes away from the mirror and Emma, and the realization that I can no longer hate her for what she did. Because suddenly I understand how easily it could happen.

				* * *

				“Okay, out with it,” Julie says, wiping the bright yellow yolk from her knife on to a slice of buttered toast. “What’s going on with you?”

				“Nothing.” I stir milk and brown sugar into my oatmeal and avoid looking at her. “Just a hangover and a hatred of Spynga.”

				“Bullshit,” she says.

				I shrug. “So, what did you and Emma talk about when you had coffee?”

				Julie points her knife at me. “I know what you’re doing, and I will answer your question, but you’re not off the hook yet.”

				I don’t respond but sip my coffee, trying to sort out how I’m going to tell her. What I’m going to tell her. Or more accurately, if I’m going to tell her about Andrew.

				She swallows her bite of egg, then slices a sausage into small medallions. “We talked about you.”

				I pause, my mug nearly at my mouth. I place it back on the table. “Me?”

				“Well, that’s what you’re thinking, right?”

				“No. I don’t think that.” But that is what I was thinking when she first told me. “I don’t know what you talked about. That’s why I’m asking.”

				“Relax. It was a pretty benign conversation.” She takes a long sip of her juice, watching me. “She talked mostly about PTO stuff. She’s in the throes of event planning.” Julie spears another piece of sausage with her fork. “Also, she wanted my opinion about when you might forgive her.” She chews the breakfast meat, watching me closely.

				I take a deep breath through my nose, then close my eyes, so I don’t have to see the look on Julie’s face when I say it. “I kissed Andrew.”

				“What?”

				I open my eyes, see the shock register on Julie’s face.

				“I kissed Andrew,” I say, my voice low. “Last night at the hospital.” Then I pick up my spoon with a shaking hand and eat a mouthful of oatmeal, which has grown cold and gelatinous. Pushing the bowl away I lean toward Julie, who remains silent. “Please, say something.”

				She shakes her head, opens her mouth to speak, closes it again. “You’re a total hypocrite.” More head shaking and angry stabbing at the last couple of pieces of sausage on her plate. “All this time you’ve spent hating Emma, making the rest of us hate her too for what she did, and then you go and do the same thing?” She lets out a short, harsh laugh. “Unbelievable.”

				“It is not the same thing,” I reply, a sense of desperation for her to understand making my voice rise. I knew Julie would be shocked by my confession, definitely unimpressed by my lack of judgment, but as my best friend I expected her to be supportive. Now I wish I could take it all back, rewind the clock by ten minutes and say nothing at all. Hell, rewind it by twenty-four hours if I could.

				“It absolutely is the same thing,” she says, staring at me incredulously. “How can you not see that?” Then she wipes her hands on her napkin hard enough the paper rips. “How did this happen?”

				Her anger confuses me, leaves me even shakier and unsure about how to proceed with the conversation. The last thing I want to do is start trying to explain myself in a hostile environment. “Forget I said it. It didn’t mean anything anyway.”

				“Meg, I love you, but you’re delusional if you think that.” She crosses her arms over her chest, which is still pink from exertion. “Did you tell Ryan?”

				“Of course not,” I spit out. “And I’m not going to. Because it meant nothing.” I begin convincing myself of this. It meant nothing. My marriage is fine. Ryan is a great husband, and we don’t have problems, outside of the little things most couples argue about. I only care about Andrew as a friend. It meant nothing...

				She presses her lips together, and I can tell she’s sorting out what to say to me next. “Are you unhappy? With Ryan?”

				“No.”

				“Is there something else going on?” she asks.

				“Like what?” I reply, knowing I’m being evasive but not knowing how to answer her question exactly. I look away from her.

				“I don’t know, Meg! That’s why I’m asking you.”

				“Look, honestly, I’m not sure how it happened. Or why I did it, exactly. But I do know it meant nothing. Nothing, okay?”

				She watches me for a moment, and I know she’s not buying it, is waiting for me to admit the truth, whatever that is. But I simply shrug my shoulders, and she sighs deeply. “If you say so.”

				“I do. And I hate to cut this short, but I need to get back. Dad and Carla are probably back from shopping with Audrey.” I don’t think I can spend another minute with Julie looking at me the way she is right now.

				She grabs the check the server left on the table. “Fine. I’m going to go pay.”

				As she pushes her chair back and heads toward the register, I almost call her back to tell her everything. How Jack’s accident has ignited a powerful storm of blame inside me, and caused the guilt about Paige to resurface in a brutal and unexpected way. How Alysse blames me for Jack’s accident, and why it’s a relief—however difficult to face—for someone to legitimize my guilt. How Ryan and I are running parallel to one another these days, not at all in sync, and that I’m afraid about what that means. How much Audrey scares me right now, because I see myself—the naive teen who thought she had it all figured out, until she didn’t—reflected back in her decisions.

				How kissing Andrew had everything to do with me, and little to do with my marriage, as odd as that sounds.

				But I say nothing, instead thinking of Andrew’s comment about feeling alone and wondering if that isn’t perhaps the solution. If you’re all alone, there’s no one to disappoint.
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				“Next time I promise you’ll be the first to know, Margaret,” Dad says, after I remind him he can call anytime about anything (rogue moles included), and I pull him into a hug.

				“There better not be a next time,” I reply, kissing his cheek before giving him another hug. Audrey’s back at school after the holiday and Ryan and I are dropping Dad and Carla at the airport for their flight back to Florida. As much as I’m looking forward to getting back to our routine, I know the house will be tomb-quiet when we go home. I do better when it’s noisy and chaotic; silence leaves plenty of space for thinking, and I’m exhausted from too much thinking.

				“Thanks, you two, for a great visit. Just the best.” Carla beams at me, then gives me a long hug, which I return. I don’t think I’ve never said it out loud, but I’m grateful to her for looking after my dad the way she has, especially now that I know she was the one to push him about the melanoma.

				“It was so nice having you stay with us,” I reply, squeezing her tight, hoping my hug imparts twenty years’ worth of gratitude. “And thanks for taking such good care of Dad,” I add, in a hushed tone so she’s the only one who can hear me. 

				She gives me a knowing look and a warm smile. “Always have, always will.”

				After another round of hugs and flurry of goodbyes, Ryan and I head toward the exit, waving to Dad and Carla as they get into the airport’s security line. A blast of cold, wintry air greets us when we leave, and I pull my hat down a little tighter over my ears. “It’s so cold.”

				“It is,” Ryan says, but his voice is distant.

				“Want to grab some breakfast before the class?” We’ve taken the morning off to finally attend the driver’s education class for parents. Even though we’ve postponed her learner’s permit exam as punishment for what happened at Charlotte’s, we figured we might as well get our part done.

				“Sure,” he replies, disengaged, and I sneak a glance at him, which is tricky because he’s walking one step ahead of me.

				“You okay?” I ask, as we make our way into the parking garage where we’re paying far too many dollars for the luxury of parking this close to the departures terminal.

				“I am.” The stilted, distant tone continues, and a prickle of anxiety moves up my neck. But I’m too cold to stop walking and demand he tell me what’s going on with him.

				“Are you going to tell me what’s the matter?”

				I try not to let it show how anxious I am as we get in the car and Ryan starts the engine. He’s focused on backing out of the spot and doesn’t reply at first. “Ryan? Did I do something to piss you off?”

				“Actually, you did,” he replies, and I stop smoothing my hair back and look at him as he drives up to the gate to pay.

				“What? What did I do?” I ask, the surprise coming through in my voice. But underneath that, there’s also a shudder of fear. You know what you did, Meg.

				But, how does Ryan know?

				For half a second I think Julie told him. But I know she would never do that to me, no matter how big of a mistake she thinks I’ve made. Plus, despite how chilly things were between us when we left brunch on Sunday, there was a text from her the next morning—I’m not saying it’s okay, but I love you—which let me know Julie at least would forgive me.

				“Why did you tell me you were at the office Saturday night, when you were late for dinner?”

				I frown. Consider what to say, unsure about where this conversation is heading. “What are you talking about?”

				Ryan lets out a frustrated grunt, pulls on to the highway to head back to Merritt. “I know you were at Children’s before dinner. Fred Wittington saw you.” Fred Wittington. One of Ryan’s radiology colleagues, who I’ve met a few times at various hospital functions. I was so focused on getting to Jack’s room and figuring out what was going on with Andrew, I wouldn’t have noticed him if he’d bumped right into me.

				My throat constricts. For one crazy moment I consider telling Ryan the truth. The whole truth. But then the moment dissipates. Coward. “I was. To visit Jack Beckett.”

				“Why?”

				“Why?” I repeat, picking at my cuticles until one starts to bleed. I press tight against the ragged cuticle, the tiny but sharp pain a welcome distraction.

				“Yes, Meg, why? I know you’ve been helping them find a new place, so I assume it had something to do with that. But what I can’t figure out is why you told me you were at the office when you were actually at the hospital?”

				The lie flows out smoothly, and I hate myself for it. “I was at the office,” I say. “To get printouts of the new listings for Andrew. Then I dropped them off at the hospital.” I stare out the window, so he can’t see the expression on my face. “But Jack had a setback, and Aly’s away on a business trip, and Andrew needed a friend. So I stayed a bit longer than I meant to. I didn’t plan on being late, Ryan.”

				Ryan sighs deeply. “Is Jack okay?”

				“I think so,” I reply. “He seems to be.”

				“Good,” Ryan says, quiet for a moment. “But why keep it from me?”

				“I wasn’t keeping anything from you,” I reply, taking the lie deeper.

				He glances at me for a brief moment as he looks over his shoulder to change lanes. “What’s going on with us lately, Meg? I feel like things have been off for the past few weeks, but I can’t figure out why.”

				I bite my lip, hard, close to breaking down. Because now it’s not just that I’m keeping something from Ryan, I’ve outright lied to him. “I’m not sure,” I reply, the only honest thing I’ve said in the past five minutes. I turn on the radio, trying to stop any further conversation between us at least for the time being. Ryan reaches over and turns it off, the car silent again.

				“You could have told me, Meg, about what’s happening with Jack and why you were late. I’m not a jerk. I would have understood.”

				I keep my eyes—filling with tears—on the cars around us, the buildings and landscapes flashing by as we drive. Then in a burst of wanting to prove we’re okay, I reach over to grab Ryan’s hand, which is warm and strong inside my own. But I don’t find the comfort I’m searching for, and a few minutes later I let go and turn the radio back on.
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				“You’ve been avoiding me,” Andrew says, appearing beside me while I sit on the bleachers in the gym, organizing stacks of tickets. It’s early Saturday morning, the day before the Driving Awareness and Carnival Night mash-up, and Emma has mobilized the entire PTO crew—me, included—to get things ready. At this point the gym is a busy, colorful mess. Red-and-white-striped fabric meant to create a circus-tent feel in the gym lying in swaths on the floor, signage for the stations propped up against the beige brick walls, parent volunteers scurrying around planning, prepping, chatting.

				“Andrew,” I say, unable to hide the surprise in my voice, though I hope my nervousness stays hidden. “Hi. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

				“Mind if I sit?” he asks.

				“Please,” I say, shifting a few stacks of tickets to my other side to make room for him. I don’t ask how he knew where to find me and try not to read too much into why exactly he’s here.

				“Aly’s parents are still in town, and Jack’s room was starting to feel crowded,” he says, sitting beside me. “I needed a break, so escaped under the guise of picking up lunch.” He gives me a smile. I smile back. “I guess I’ll have to do that next.”

				There’s nothing in his voice to suggest he’s angry, though I detect notes of frustration. He pulls out a pack of gum, holding out a silver-wrapped stick. “Want a piece?”

				“No, thanks,” I manage, completely unprepared for the conversation I know we’re about to have—need to have. He unwraps his own stick of gum and folds it into his mouth. My heart flutters with him this close. He shifts on the bleachers, and his shoulder nudges mine, causing me to drop the stack of orange tickets I’m holding. They flutter underneath the bleachers, and I sigh, knowing it will take a while to pick them all up.

				“Sorry about that,” he says, wincing as the tickets scatter on to the floor. “I’ll help you with those later.”

				“At least they’re all the same color,” I say with a small laugh, still keeping my eyes on the orange tickets under our feet.

				“Meg,” Andrew says, his voice gentle. I turn toward him. Try hard not to think about the last time we were this close.

				“I’m not avoiding you,” I say quickly.

				He tilts his head, smiles. “Tell that to my text in-box. It’s feeling a bit ignored.”

				Guilt swirls inside me. “I meant to send you a message back, but with my dad and stepmother here, and work and—” I’m flustered, and he rests a hand on my arm. 

				“I’m teasing you. It’s fine. I know you have a lot going on.”

				I return his smile, somewhat hesitantly. I wonder how he seems so composed after what happened, when I feel like fire ants are crawling around under my skin. “I was glad to hear Jack’s okay.”

				He nods, his face relaxing. “Just that vasovagal thing the doctors thought it might be. Which is a scary-sounding term for something that’s not all that serious, as it turns out.”

				“What a relief,” I say. I pick out another pile of tickets from the grocery bag at my feet and start separating the blue from yellow ones.

				“Listen, can we talk about—” Andrew stops, glances around to ensure we’re all alone. There are a few people below us, using masking tape to create boxes on the floor to mark where the booths will go on the weekend, but they certainly won’t be able to hear us past the music Emma has streaming over the speakers—some kind of top forty countdown. “Can we talk about it? I can’t just pretend it didn’t happen.”

				“We can talk about it,” I say, still sorting the tickets. I’m glad to have something to keep my hands busy, to occupy even the tiniest part of my attention, so it isn’t entirely focused on Andrew and his question. “But first I need to apologize.”

				“We seem to do that a lot,” he says, staring out into the gym. “Apologize to each other.”

				I nod, thinking about what he’s said. “Andrew, I’m sorry for kissing you at the hospital. Things got...well, they got out of hand. I didn’t mean for it to happen the way it did.”

				He chews his gum, looks at me closely. “I’m not sorry it happened.”

				I take a deep breath. “I love Ryan,” I begin and see him flinch a little at my words and wonder what he expected me to say. “And I’m not looking for an out from my marriage.

				“I’ve been feeling confused and desperately guilty,” I continue. “And not just because of what happened the other night.” My voice drops, and our knees touch as I shift on the bench. “I hold myself responsible for what happened with Jack. I wake up at night out of breath because, even though I didn’t hit him, I made it possible for the accident to happen. For Sarah to drive her car right into him. I put Jack in harm’s way.” Andrew tries to speak, but I silence him by putting my hand on his arm. “I know you’re going to say it wasn’t my fault. But you’re—”

				“You’re right, I am going to say it. Again.” The smell of his cinnamon gum lingers between us. “It wasn’t your fault, Meg.”

				“Alysse doesn’t seem to agree.” Silence stretches between us, and I feel his discomfort in the way he shifts, crosses an ankle over his knee, shifts back so both feet are on the floor. “Why didn’t you tell me she didn’t want me as your Realtor?”

				Andrew sighs and leans back against the bleacher seat behind us. “Honestly?”

				“Yes. Please.”

				“Because I liked spending time with you. I feel better about everything when I’m with you. That’s the truth, and for what it’s worth, Alysse doesn’t really blame you, Meg.” I cast him a look that says I’m not buying that. “She’s angry and needs to take it out somewhere, on someone. You gave her an outlet.”

				I nod, taking in his words. “Obviously you’ll need to work with someone else now,” I say.

				“I know,” he replies, with a sigh. “Is that why you kissed me? Because you feel guilty?” he asks, and I hear a tinge of disappointment in his tone.

				“That was part of it,” I say. “But not all of it.”

				He looks away from me and out at the gym, watching the volunteers continue to tape squares all across the wood floor. “I think my marriage is over,” he says. I watch as his jaw works the piece of gum.

				“Oh,” I say, quickly adding, “Did you tell her? About the other night, I mean?” My heart beats fast, and I feel a bit dizzy.

				He expels a long, cinnamon-scented breath. “No, and I’m not going to. Aly and I, well, we haven’t been happy—at least not together—for years. Maybe even since we lost Alexa. I don’t know.” He places his hands on the edge of the bench, jimmies his legs up and down a few times, his shoulders tense.

				“I’m just going to say it, Meg, so it’s done.” He turns his head, looking right at me, and though part of me wants to break the eye contact, I can’t look away. “We are friends, but I wish we could be more. I know it isn’t what you want, right now. But if anything changes, I’m here.”

				My breath catches, having it put this plainly and right in front of me, like an icing-laden cookie placed within arm’s reach of a sugar-loving toddler. I could just reach out and take it...

				“I hope we can be friends,” I reply, the mix of emotions inside me making it hard to focus. “But that’s all it can ever be, Andrew. I’m sorry.”

				He waves a hand as if to say another apology isn’t necessary, as if he knew this would be my response. “No more apologies, okay?”

				“Okay,” I reply, wanting to say more but not sure what exactly.

				We sit together quietly for a few minutes, watching as the activity in the gym picks up. Then with a glance at his watch, Andrew says he has to grab lunch and get back to the hospital. I watch as he steps down the bleachers, row by row, wondering when I got so good at lying to everyone.
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				The gymnasium has been transformed. Gone are the basketball nets and Merritt High’s school colors, now hidden behind the swaths of red-and-white fabric blooming from the ceiling, like a big-top tent. Twinkle lights mingle with the fabric in long, sweeping rows, giving off a magical glow to the space. Colorful pillows dot the bleachers, providing comfortable seating for people to enjoy cotton candy and fried pickles, in between participating in the driver simulation booths, the dunk tank and fishing derby games for the younger kids, and filling in their pledge certificates to be attentive drivers and taking quizzes on road safety.

				I have to admit, Emma pulled it together, creating an event focused on fun and entertainment, as well as educating our community on the perils of distracted driving. The doors open at seven, and fifteen minutes later it feels as stuffy and crowded as a summer fair in a heat wave.

				Once my first volunteer shift is done, I buy a bag of popcorn, holding it with napkins to avoid the grease seeping through the paper, and make my way around the gym, saying hello to other parents and teachers as I do. Ryan is on call tonight, and Julie is at her eldest daughter’s dance recital, so I’m a bit aimless as I wander around without the anchor of a spouse or best friend or volunteer position, at least for the next half hour.

				I wave to Audrey when she glances my way through the crowd, and she smiles and gives me a small wave back. She’s standing with Kendall and Charlotte near the dunk tank, where Principal Veerhorst sits nervously on the small seat perched over the water. The principal good-naturedly waves to the students standing around the tank, then shrieks as a student’s ball toss lands squarely on its mark, sending her into the cold water.

				I’m laughing, watching as the principal dries her face with a towel before going back on to the seat, when someone nudges me from behind.

				“I hear the fried pickles are heart-attack amazing,” Andrew says.

				“Oh, yeah? Do you think I can count it as a vegetable?” I scrunch up my nose, then laugh and shake my head at his expression. “Hey, a girl can dream.”

				“Well, I’m in for a corn dog and a basket of pickles,” he says. “I’ve lost my wingman to your daughter.” Andrew points over to the dunk tank, and I see Sam has joined Audrey, his arm casually slung around her shoulders. “So you’re going to have to help me with the pickles, okay?”

				“I don’t know. I may have hit my oil quota for the day with this popcorn.” I shake the bag and hold it out to him. “Want some?”

				“Thanks, but with that ringing endorsement, I think I’ll hold out for the pickles.” We chuckle, then just as quickly fall silent as we move ahead to the front of the snack line to order. Once we have our food in hand Andrew asks if I want to grab a seat.

				I glance over at the bleachers. “Looks like there are a few spots about halfway up.”

				Andrew looks over to where I’m pointing, a small opening between bodies where we’ll have to squish against our fellow parents. “There’s got to be an empty classroom or something where we don’t have to squeeze against each other like sardines.” Just as he says that a couple steps up the bleachers and fills the empty space, and I get bumped by a group of teens hurrying past. The jarring puts me off balance, and my ranch dip falls out of the pickle basket and to the floor, where it splatters on my shoes.

				Andrew laughs. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll grab you another dip and some napkins on our way out.”

				A moment later we walk through the gymnasium door and take a left, heading down the hallway that leads away from the school’s entrance. It’s only once I’m out of the carnival and in the empty hall that I realize how loud it was in the gymnasium.

				“What about the meeting room?” I say. “Emma was using it as headquarters earlier, but everyone’s in the gym now. I’m sure we can eat in peace in there.” A flutter fills my belly, which I write off as due to the popcorn, though I know it has nothing to do with food.

				“Good plan,” Andrew replies, pivoting to the right at the end of the hall and walking through the open door. The meeting room is surprisingly tidy, considering the whirlwind it was only two hours ago as Emma delegated tasks and checked items off her giant spreadsheet. All that remains to show the flurry of activity are half-empty Styrofoam mugs, filled with coffee in all shades from deep black to camel, and wilting egg salad and turkey sandwiches on a giant plate in the middle of the meeting table.

				Andrew sits on one side of the desk by the window, and I sit beside him, our feet perched on an orange plastic chair across from us. He hands me a napkin, which I use to dab the dip from my shoes, and then we dig into our baskets of food, the room quiet.

				“So, is Alysse coming by?” I ask, as casually as I can muster. I’m determined Andrew and I can remain friends. Even with the kiss, the attraction between us, I desperately want a clean slate between us.

				Andrew’s mouth is full of corn dog slathered with a ribbon of yellow mustard. He swallows before spinning the corn dog for his next bite. “No. She is not.” I think about his confession that his marriage is over, wonder if she feels the same way. “She’s with Jack.”

				“Oh.” I nibble at the dip-drenched pickle, and a shot of hot oil fills my mouth, searing my tongue and turning the tip numb. “Is he all right?” I ask, taking another tentative bite of the pickle.

				“He’s doing good, actually. I left him eating pizza and playing video games with a few of his golf buddies.” He chews and swallows, looking thoughtful. “I think we might have turned a corner. Jack asked if he could watch some old videos of him playing golf. I haven’t seen Aly look that happy since, well, in a long time.”

				“That’s amazing,” I reply. “I’m glad to hear things are improving.”

				“Yeah, me, too. It’s only been a month, but in some ways it feels like we’ve been dealing with all this for a year, you know? And there were a few times I didn’t think...” Andrew shakes his head, puts down his basket of food. “I wasn’t sure we were going to make it out of this thing in one piece.” Andrew shifts on the desk so our arms connect. “I’m feeling pretty grateful right now.” The warmth of him presses against me, and my body flushes in response. It’s hard to concentrate on what he’s saying, and I try not to think about the kiss. Instead I focus on Ryan, wishing he were here, because then I wouldn’t be in this empty room with Andrew. Sitting too close, feeling too much.

				I’m about to get off the desk, say I need to use the ladies’ room or some other reason to excuse myself, when Andrew reaches over and wipes something off my cheek with his thumb. “Ranch dip,” he says.

				I rub a napkin over the spot where his thumb just lingered, my heart beating furiously. I know I need to get out of here, but I can’t seem to move fast enough. A sense of sadness weighs me down—likely the realization Andrew and I won’t be able to remain friends. There’s too much between us now. And if I want to stay in my marriage, this is the pivotal moment to walk away. I slide off the desk, placing the mostly uneaten basket of pickles on the large meeting room table.

				“I’m due back at the driving simulator,” I begin, not meeting his gaze. I wipe my hands on a napkin, and then crumple it up and place it in the basket. I give a half smile, and Andrew returns it. He hasn’t said anything, but I can tell he knows what’s happening here. That I’m backing away, literally and figuratively.

				“So, okay then. Thanks for...the pickles,” I say, turning in a semicircle and taking in the room. “I’m sure I’ll see you later.” I go to leave, when Andrew’s fingers clutch my forearm.

				“Meg. Please, don’t go.”

				Holding my breath, I pause. One beat. Two. Then I turn back to him, see the look on his face, which begins to crumble my resolve. I wonder if it’s a bigger mistake to leave, or to stay...

				“What are we going to do?” he asks, desperation cloaking his words.

				“I don’t know. But I can’t do this,” I whisper, shaking. He’s closer now, his hands on my upper arms, his thumbs rubbing in circles against the fabric of my thin sweater. I make a halfhearted attempt to pull away, but there’s no strength behind it. “Andrew, please,” I plead. And for a moment I think he’s about to step back from me—and just like that I make my decision, closing the sliver of space between us.

				He bends his head, and his lips press gently to mine, like they did in the car, the taste of salt and mustard filling my mouth. I’m heady with a sudden want, my body needing to be closer to his, so I mold into his embrace. The feel of his lips, his body, is foreign but also thrilling, and all the reasons why I shouldn’t be here, doing this, fade, fall away...

				“Mom!” The shrillness of Audrey’s voice shakes me to my core, and I snap away from Andrew like a slingshot’s rubber band.

				I don’t turn immediately, rooted in place by shock and fear and the understanding that this moment can’t be undone, can’t be unseen. Andrew stares a little bleary-eyed past me, to the doorway where I know my nearly sixteen-year-old daughter stands, staring at us and trying to process what she’s just seen.

				I can hear her breath, fast, loud, ragged. “What the fuck are you doing?” she chokes out. Her voice catches on the last word, coming out more like a strangled gulp. Now I turn around so fast I lose my balance. I am off-kilter, like stepping out of an amusement park’s fun house—with its curved walls and shifting floors and perplexing mirrors—and trying to walk in a straight line.

				“Audrey!” I shout, lunging toward her, but she’s gone by the time I take that first step. I hear her running down the hall, her shoes slapping against the linoleum floor and echoing in the emptiness of the space. “Oh, my god,” I say, leaning against a desk and putting my head into my hands, feeling sick to my stomach, the pickles rising into my throat. “Oh, my god.”

				“Meg, it’s going to be okay.” Andrew stands in front of me. We both know he’s dead wrong.

				“I have to go after her,” I say, dazed. I shove my hands from the desk and look around the room for my purse. “Where’s my bag? I need my phone. Where the hell is it?”

				Andrew starts looking with me, and I finally see it, tucked in a corner with a dozen other purses. With frantic fingers I grab my phone out of its depths and go to leave the room.

				“Meg.” Andrew’s hand is on my upper arm, gentle enough but still holding me back. I don’t want to be touched right now and rip my arm out of his grip.

				“What?” He looks at me in surprise. I’m angry—with Andrew, yes, but mostly at myself for what I’ve done—and my tone is impatient and clipped. “What, Andrew?”

				He presses his lips tightly together, then takes a step toward me. “How can I help?”

				A sob catches in my throat, and I push roughly past him, racing through the doorway and after my daughter, unable to answer his question. I’ve let so many people down: Paige, Jack, Ryan, Audrey...

				I don’t deserve anyone’s help.
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				I can’t find Audrey. For ten grueling minutes I race around the school—checking the halls, the gymnasium, the empty classrooms. Leaning against the wall far enough away from the gym so I don’t attract an unwanted visit from another parent passing by, I repeatedly call Audrey’s cell phone. It continues to go straight to voice mail, and I curse loudly.

				“Meg?” It’s Andrew. Standing about ten feet from me, close to the meeting room I’ll never be able to sit in again without feeling ill. “Did you find her?”

				“No.” I’m shaking, my eyes on my phone to avoid looking at him, my fingers fumbling as I try Audrey’s cell again.

				“Let me help you.” He walks toward me, stands in front of me, his eyes pleading.

				I’m silent, wish I could say, “Don’t you think you’ve helped enough?” in the most cutting tone I can muster, but know that’s not fair. It’s not Andrew’s fault I’m here. One thing that’s become abundantly clear in the last ten minutes—after what Audrey saw—is that I’m the one at fault, and I need to start taking responsibility.

				He goes to put his hands on my arms, then withdraws before touching me when he sees me flinch. With a sigh he places his hands in his pockets instead. “I can’t find Sam either. Maybe he’s with Audrey. I’ll go look for them again, okay? Meg?” He ducks his head, tries to get me to look at him. But I can’t. I nod, though I’m shaking harder now, close to a breakdown. My brain frantically searches for a solution—a fix to this conundrum I’ve forced upon us. A lurch in my chest, strong enough it almost moves me out of place, as I think about exactly what she saw, what she’s thinking right now, where she’s disappeared to. What she’ll tell her dad...

				God, Ryan.

				“We’ll find her. I promise.” His voice softens, and finally I look at him. I consider how in a different world, at a different time, if I had met Andrew, perhaps he would have been the one I fell in love with. Made a life with, had a little girl who loves writing and saving neighborhood birds with. Maybe we would have been happy...maybe even happier than I have been in this life.

				Not trusting myself to speak, I nod again.

				“I’m going to go. Meg, are you okay here?”

				I wipe the tears from under my eyes. “Yes.”

				Now he does touch me, one hand coming up to squeeze my upper arm, and this time I don’t shift away from him. He pulls me to his chest and holds me to him for a few seconds. There’s pressure on the crown of my head, where I know he’s placed his lips for a brief moment. But I don’t feel anything—no snap of energy, no intimacy, no longing for something more. The spell broken, just like that. But unfortunately, too late.

				I try Audrey’s cell one more time, but it goes to voice mail, again, and I curse loudly into the empty hallway. I nearly throw my phone against the opposite wall in frustration, but instead clutch it to my chest and rest my forehead against the cool brick wall, trying to get control of my emotions. I take a couple of deep breaths and close my eyes.

				“Meg! Are you okay?” I open my eyes and turn to see Emma, moving quickly down the hall toward me. She’s still a few paces away but close enough I can see the worry etched into her forehead. “What’s wrong?” she asks, now standing right beside me, a firm hand on my back.

				Her voice is soothing, reminding me of how she used to calm Audrey and Charlotte when they were little and spinning out about some injustice in their six-year-old lives, like the refusal of a juice box, or being told our playdate was over—which always seemed to lead to a full-out tantrum, even though they knew there would be another playdate the next day.

				I shake my head and start crying, and an instant later Emma has her arms around me. I’m unable to explain what’s happening, why I’m having a breakdown in Merritt High’s hallways, and Emma doesn’t ask. She just holds me tight, and I let her.

				And in those few moments from inside the comfort of her arms, any vestiges of hate I’ve been hanging on to when it comes to Emma disappear. Like sugar meeting water, my anger dissolves, and I forgive her for what happened in my kitchen all those years ago. See her for who she is, for who she has always been—a woman with the best intentions, who once made a mistake.

				Just like me.

				I’m about to explain what’s going on, knowing she’ll help me find Audrey, when Andrew comes racing around the corner. He looks panicked, his eyes a bit wild, and he’s not alone—Charlotte is right on his heels, with much the same look on her face.

				“Did you find her?” I ask, looking at Andrew. “Did you find Audrey?”

				Now Charlotte speaks. “She and Sam took off after she...” She pauses, looks uncomfortable as she breaks eye contact with me and glances at Andrew. And at that moment I understand she knows what happened in the meeting room, too. But I’m long past caring what anyone else thinks of me, or what I’ve done. “After she what, Charlotte? Please, just tell me.”

				“She called Ryan,” Andrew says, before Charlotte can, and I stare at him like I can’t comprehend what he’s saying. “He’s on his way.”
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				Emma doesn’t let me go, her voice still soothing but now also direct. “Charlotte, can you go take over Meg’s shift at the booth, please? I’ll be there in a minute.”

				Charlotte hesitates for a moment, then nods and says, “Sure, Mom,” before heading back to the gym. Once she’s out of earshot I’m left with Emma and Andrew—who looks as out of sorts as I feel.

				“What happened?” Emma asks, and I stare at her blankly, unsure how to answer. Andrew puts his clasped hands behind his neck and leans back, sighing as he stares up at the school’s ceiling tiles. Emma looks between us, chewing the inside of her cheek—the skin puckering in as she does. “What’s going on with Audrey, and why is Ryan on his way here?”

				Andrew leans against the wall and looks at me, guilt etched on his face, and I quickly look away. Emma notices our exchange and, more telling, our silence, and I’m trying to come up with some explanation that’s plausible because I can’t cope with admitting the truth, when I hear Ryan’s voice.

				“Meg!”

				I turn around and see him standing by the entrance, only fifteen feet from where we are. He’s dressed in soft blue scrubs and no coat, his mouth drawn in a tight line and his car key dangling from his fingers. But his face...oh, the look he’s giving me. He has never—ever—looked at me like that. Instinctually I take a step back, banging into Andrew as I do. There’s an awkward moment as I step on Andrew’s foot, and he tries to hold me up so I don’t fall back, our bodies too close as Ryan strides toward us.

				But now Ryan isn’t looking at me, he’s staring at Andrew with the same expression, furious and pained. And it’s then I understand there are no longer any secrets between us.

				He knows. About Andrew, and what Audrey saw tonight. What caused her to run out of the school, to disappear with Sam to wherever the hell they’ve gone. But rather than feel dread or the crush of regret (that will come later) at this realization, I’m relieved I don’t have to lie anymore—though the relief won’t last long.

				Ryan’s jaw tenses as he comes right up to Andrew, and for one moment I’m not sure what’s going to happen. Then in a flash Ryan, who is at least four inches shorter than Andrew, has him up against the brick wall, the neck of Andrew’s shirt balled in a tight fist. Ryan’s other arm is bent back, his knuckles primed and ready. He’s grunting with the effort—from holding Andrew in place or from holding back from punching him, I’m not sure—and Andrew puts his hands up in surrender, a panicked look on his face. Emma steps close to them as if to try and stop whatever’s about to happen, then glances at me, sees my face, backs away.

				I move quickly to stand behind Ryan. I can see the muscles in his shoulders, his forearms flexing and bulging and quivering under his scrub top. I also have a clear view of Andrew’s face, the reality of this current situation setting in. Andrew looks at me, his expression too telling, which Ryan clearly sees. Ryan shoves Andrew harder against the wall and pulls his arm back a few more inches, and even though I’ve never seen my husband like this, I know with absolute certainty he’s about to release that fist right in Andrew’s face with every bit of power he can.

				“Ryan!” My voice is strong and loud. “Stop. Please, stop.”

				For a moment it seems he’ll ignore me, that he can’t hold back from getting the release he desperately needs. But then I hear another voice shouting at him to stop—Audrey.

				She and Sam are close enough for me to see the tracks of wet mascara trailing down her sweet cheeks. And then I remember my own sixteen-year-old face when my mom came to pick me up at the hospital, where we’d all been taken after Paige’s accident. Where I would learn for sure—though I already knew from seeing on the ground, her chest still and her eyes open and unblinking—that Paige was dead. The shamrock-green mascara I’d taken such pains to apply earlier that night leaving long lines of grief down my face.

				At the sound of Audrey’s voice Ryan drops his arms, releasing Andrew’s shirt, which remains crumpled from being held tightly in his fist. He steps back and away from Andrew, less intimidating than he was a moment ago, the tension gone from his body. “Let’s go,” he says, walking over to Audrey and putting an arm tightly around her shoulders. She gives me one last look, the black mascara tacky on her skin, and then leans into Ryan’s shoulder so I can no longer see her face.

				“Audrey, please.” I step toward them, am about to break into a run to catch up and try to explain. But then Ryan puts up a hand without turning around and says in a weary voice, “Meg, don’t make this any worse than you already have.” And with that they’re out the door, Sam right behind them without having even acknowledged Andrew. I wonder if he called Alysse at the same time Audrey called Ryan, and what Andrew will face when he leaves here tonight.

				Emma’s asking Andrew if he’s okay, but he’s mostly ignoring her concern. His eyes fill with tears as he stares at the spot where Sam stood just moments before. I take a few deep breaths, my head spinning.

				“I can’t believe I let this happen,” Andrew says softly.

				“No, Andrew. I let this happen.” I take in his tears, try to understand how things went this far between us. Though when I look at him now, he feels like a stranger, like someone I used to know back when we were both different people, and it’s hard to reconcile how the risk ever felt worth it. And sandwiched between the fear of watching Ryan and Audrey walk away from me and the realization I may have lost them for good, there’s the heavy weight of remorse for what this will mean for Andrew.

				“I’m sorry, Meg,” he says.

				“So am I,” I reply—the last words I’ll ever speak to Andrew Beckett—before taking one last breath and running after Ryan and Audrey.
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				Five months later

				The clock is the loudest thing in the room, even though there are three of us in here. Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. Ryan and I sit on the couch, a yawn-inducing beige color with overly stuffed pillows of the same shade that prop me forward to the point where I’m nearly sliding off the edge.

				We’re side by side, Ryan’s size allowing him to lean back more effectively into the throw cushions, but not close enough that any part of us touches. We haven’t touched in the past five months, except for a whisper of a hug on Christmas Day when he dropped Audrey off for dinner at the condo I’m renting in downtown Merritt. I almost wish he hadn’t touched me at all, because it held no warmth, the way his body barely made contact with mine, how quickly he released me, and only made everything seem more dire, more impossible to repair.

				“Ryan, how do you feel about what Meg just said?” Our therapist, Gordon, who is about Ryan’s age but fully balding, asks. Amy, my family therapist friend, referred me to Gordon, saying he’s the one who helped keep her marriage together even though it seemed impossible at the time.

				I glance at Ryan’s left hand, the one wrapped around a handle-less, pottery mug, and see his wedding band glinting, firmly in place on his finger. Then I think back to our cooking club evening, which feels like years ago now, remembering how sorry I felt for Amy, and her upcoming separation. I could never have known that only months later Ryan and I would be in therapy and Amy’s marriage would be back on track, the split merely a blip on their relationship continuum. I wonder if this is a blip for Ryan and me, albeit a pretty big blip, or simply the beginning of the end.

				Ryan doesn’t respond to Gordon’s question right away, and I shift uncomfortably beside him, filling the quiet with a sip of water from the glass beside me. I’m used to the silence that stretches between us during these sessions. I talk more than Ryan does, partly because I know I’m the one responsible for us being in this mess, and too much quiet offers too much time to be introspective.

				We’ve also talked a lot about my issues with guilt and responsibility (I see Gordon once a week on my own), and my need to control things is under a glaring spotlight. Digging deeply through the dusty corners of my psyche and soul makes me cringe, want to escape, but in many ways it is also a relief. I refuse to withdraw. I will fix this, even if I have to turn myself inside out to do so. The truth about Paige has also come out, and I’m working hard to forgive myself for what happened, to grieve for her the way I didn’t think I deserved to when I was sixteen. Gordon assures me it’s okay to still feel partially responsible for Jack’s accident, too, and that I may simply have to learn to live with the low hum of guilt. I’m relieved to hear this, because I’m not ready to fully move past what happened with Jack. Not yet.

				This is our tenth session together with Gordon, and while I can’t yet say if it’s working, it is at least getting easier to sit on this couch (even with the pillows), and share things previously hidden deep inside. I’m now accustomed to the rhythm of how we speak to one another. We use emotive, “value-laden” words, as Gordon calls them (like thoughtful and kind and trust), but they somehow carry little emotional significance when spoken, probably because of the chill between us. Mostly we volley neutral statements back and forth, keeping our eyes on Gordon and his shiny, bald head while we do, except for when he reminds us to look at one another.

				I don’t feel heard when you say...

				When you put it like that, this is what I hear...

				What do you need from me to help you...

				It hurts me when you say things like...

				I haven’t spoken to Andrew since that night at Merritt High, but Julie told me he and Alysse are getting divorced, even though they’re still living in the same house—a sprawling bungalow in nearby Brookline, sold to them by a competitor Realtor. Alysse bought a modified golf cart that allows Jack to stand upright, and they’ve added a putting green in the backyard. This, Audrey told me during our weekly Thursday night visit, though she barely speaks to me unless I ask her a direct question. I don’t push her, because she has the right to be angry with me. To feel betrayed. I know the trust I have to rebuild extends beyond Ryan and our marriage. Audrey was caught in the cross fire, and I’ll do whatever I have to, for however long it takes, to make it up to her.

				The Becketts have launched a civil suit against Sarah Dunn and Merritt High, and I learned at last month’s cooking club meeting the settlement was expected to be significant. The Beckett boys now attend private school, and while Sam and Audrey remain friends, they broke up shortly after what happened between Andrew and me. Audrey has a new boyfriend, Oliver, who she works with at the paper. I’ve met him once, when we all had scones at the Rise & Grind, and she seems happy to be with him. It hurts being uninvolved in her life, but I keep that to myself.

				I’ve since left Tom and the brokerage, finally deciding it was time for a change, and now work in a smaller office where I feel respected and my skills appreciated. Tom took it in stride, and we’re still friendly when we see each other at open houses. Ryan’s clinic is about to launch next month, and I can only assume things are going well—we don’t talk about much outside of the logistics of parenting through a separation.

				Sometimes while I listen to Gordon go on in these sessions I indulge my desire to rewrite history. I imagine I never waved Jack across the street, kept driving instead. Would Ryan and I be okay? Or would something else have happened to crumble the wall of our marriage? Would Jack Beckett be fine, or would the next car coming after mine have stopped and let him cross like I did, perhaps still placing him in Sarah’s path? I can’t know for sure, and it doesn’t matter how many times I run scenarios through my mind when sleep eludes me, as it still does most nights—it happened, all of it, and now we have to live with the consequences.

				Finally Ryan answers Gordon’s question about his reaction to what I said, which was that I desperately want to come home. “When I think of her—” Ryan begins, jaw clenched, arms crossed over his chest.

				“Tell Meg, Ryan,” Gordon gently reminds him.

				Ryan sighs softly, and I empathize with the frustration and irritation in it—Gordon is often reminding us to not speak in third person, that he is merely a wall to bounce things off of, like you would in tennis practice. But Ryan doesn’t turn to face me—he never does, even when he’s speaking to me—so I’m left staring at his profile, like I do for most of our sessions. Sometimes I think if I could just get him to look at me, he’ll know how sorry I am. And maybe that’s exactly why he won’t.

				“When I think of you, Meg, I...” He stops. Adjusts his position on the couch. Then shakes his head, uncrosses his arms and recrosses them the other way. I wonder what he’s holding back... When I think of you, Meg, I feel angry. I wish things were different. I see him, not you...

				I want to interrupt and say, “When I think of you, Ryan, I see my past, present and future. I see our daughter. I see long-lasting love. I see safety. I see sadness, but also, hope...” but I say nothing, because it isn’t my turn, and we must always take turns, speak in value-laden words, use generous tones.

				I press my lips together to prevent anything from slipping out, and watch Ryan from the distance between us—which is only a few inches (I can tell he didn’t shave this morning, that he’s not using moisturizer even though I left two full bottles behind when I moved out, that he’s had too much coffee and not enough sleep, that he’s due for a haircut) but feels like an un-passable chasm.

				“Look, I’m not ready for you to come home,” Ryan finally says, his voice charged. I’m filled with the sharp sting of disappointment. While it was ridiculous to think ten sessions and five months might be enough to convince Ryan how truly sorry I am, that I can be trusted, that I won’t ever do something like this again, I hoped it might crack his veneer of anger. Sometimes I consider he might have come back to me more easily, might have already forgiven my transgression, if not for Audrey seeing what she did. And I get it—I will never forgive myself for that one, either.

				I look down, clasp my hands together so tight my knuckles begin to whiten, and tell myself not to cry as I try to formulate a response.

				“Okay,” I finally say, once it’s clear Ryan’s finished but before Gordon can remind me I need to acknowledge his words.

				“But I’m getting there,” Ryan adds, softening his tone. I don’t dare look his way, even though I want to, but can tell through my peripheral vision he’s still staring ahead, at Gordon and not me. My hands loosen, knuckles fading back to pink, and take in what feels like the first full breath in months.

				* * *

				The oak has grown, nearly three decades of life added to its substantial trunk. At first when I see the tree from the safety of my car I’m not sure I can get any closer. Even with the short distance—a couple of car lengths at most—I’m having a visceral reaction, am glad I haven’t had anything to eat yet today.

				The tree looks completely different in the light of day, the new spring leaves spiraling green around the branches while the dying brown ones mingle in, ready to drop. Last time I saw it was in the black of night, Graydon’s too-bright headlights creating scary shadows that stretched out from its crooked branches. I remember, now, what it felt like to slam my shoulder against its trunk that night, as I heaved up the blue curaçao shots after seeing Paige’s body fly out of the car and into the tall grass only feet away.

				I open the car door and step out into the beautiful day. It’s late April, and the sun is starting to show some strength, which we Bostonians are grateful for as we shake off what has been a long and cold winter. Though I long to run back to the safety of my car, I push forward, toward the tree.

				The nearby landscape is entirely different, the gravel road paved over and the grass where Paige landed cut way back for the baseball diamond and park that sit not far away. It’s early, so I’m alone out here, but I can tell the park is well used by the overflowing garbage can and the few sand toys left behind.

				My hands shake as I stand in front of the giant oak, not sure what I want to do now that I’m here. I haven’t been back to this spot in twenty-seven years, but this morning when I woke the compulsion to see it was too strong to ignore. I rescheduled two showings and hopped in my car without a shower, without breakfast. Gordon would probably say it was my “aha” moment—that my psyche is finally ready to deal with what happened here, all those years ago.

				But it’s also Paige’s birthday today. She would have been turning forty-three and I hope still my best friend. We’d likely have raised our kids together, taken vacations to Cape Cod and Disneyworld and maybe the Amalfi Coast when we turned forty, complained good-naturedly about our husbands even though we loved them fiercely, shared the woes of aging and perimenopause and all the complications life throws at you through the years.

				The deep gash Josh’s car left in the trunk remains, though it has healed over with time, the bark’s edges thick and rounded. A sob escapes me, and I put a hand over my mouth to stifle it, but then let it drop when I remember no one is around to hear me. The flowers I brought—bright pink tulips—look flashy against the bark, but they make me feel better, and I gently press them closer to the base of the trunk, being careful not to crush the delicate petals. As I go to stand I notice a flash of something in the bark, not far from where I’ve placed the flowers. Stepping around the tree for a closer look I see what it is, and my knees buckle.

				A jagged piece of metal, about the length of my arm. Though it’s badly rusted, now more maroon-colored than candy-apple red, and is only partially visible because the tree has grown around it, I know exactly what it is. A piece of Josh Hoyt’s Ford Escort.

				I run my fingers along one edge of the rusted metal poking out from underneath the bark, and smile as I imagine telling Audrey about this—how amazing it is that a tree will continue growing right over something standing in its way, burying the past as it does.

				Tugging the picture out of my back pocket, I smooth it a little to try and erase the tiny creases. It’s an old photo, Paige and me at Revere Beach the summer before she died. We’re grinning in our bikinis, our skin bronzed, thanks to a summer of sunshine and baby oil, with Paige making bunny ears over my head the way she always did for photos.

				With gentle fingers I tuck the picture behind the rusted metal, taking care not to rip the photo—pushing it in a little farther so it’s safely trapped there—leaving my past, and Paige’s memory, now in the care of the resilient oak.

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt from THE CHOICES WE MAKE by Karma Brown.
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				Questions for Discussion

				
						Meg struggles to balance everything—family, career, emotional health—throughout the story. Do you think women put too much pressure on themselves these days to be the perfect partner and mother, and have a successful career?

						Meg continues to wrestle with guilt over her best friend’s death when they were sixteen. How do you think this impacted her decisions regarding Andrew? Her own family? 

						Texting while driving has become a serious issue in our society. Do you know anyone who, like Jack, has been harmed as a result of this offense? Are you guilty of texting while driving, or something comparable? Why do you think people continue to do this while knowing the possible consequences?

						Meg’s unable to be honest with Ryan about what she’s dealing with. Were you sympathetic toward Meg or frustrated by her choices? Did you feel Ryan worked hard enough to understand where Meg was coming from?

						How would you describe Ryan’s response to Meg as she pushes him away? Do you think he represents a typical partner’s response? Why or why not? Put yourself in Ryan’s shoes; how would you respond to someone you knew who seemed to be inexplicably pushing you out? 

						Audrey blames her underage drinking on her own guilt regarding Jack’s accident. How do you feel Meg and Ryan, as her parents, handled that issue? 

						What was your reaction as Meg began spending more time with Andrew? Did you feel she was too involved in trying to help him and his family? 

						At what point did you feel that Meg crossed the line with Andrew? Do you think she fully intended to keep their relationship platonic? What do you think compelled Andrew to try to move forward with Meg?

						Meg’s mother died unexpectedly when Meg was still a young woman. How do you think losing her mother in this way had an impact on her current life and the decisions she’s made? 

						Discuss the ending. Were you surprised how things ended up for the characters? Did you expect the story to wrap up differently for any of them? Do you feel Meg got the closure she needed?

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				A Conversation with Karma Brown

				Our leading lady, Meg, is a complex character
						you push to the emotional limits as she is confronted with serious dilemmas
						and difficult decisions over and over again. Have you ever yourself, or do
						you know someone who has, been in similar situations to Meg?

				I don’t know anyone quite like Meg, thankfully for my friends and
					family, but I think those of us who are trying to be successful across all roles
					(mother, partner, career woman, friend, daughter) can certainly relate to the
					constant push and pull of striving to be everything to everyone. Balance can be
					a loaded word, and it’s definitely something Meg is searching for throughout the
					story—though achieving it is often out of her grasp.

				This is your third book and quite a departure
						from your first two. Did you take a different approach in writing
						In This Moment?
						What was your toughest challenge? Greatest pleasure?

				My approach was similar—make sure the idea had legs, create
					character sketches and a plot synopsis, stick to a daily word count—but due to
					deadlines, I had to write more quickly than I have before, so that was certainly
					the toughest challenge. Also, I was balancing other projects, my debut novel was
					out in the world, and I had all the responsibilities that come with being chief
					caregiver to our daughter. So it was a real balancing act. The greatest pleasure
					was seeing how the story transformed from first draft to final version—it was a
					lot of work, but it was worth it!

				What was your inspiration for the
					story?

				I was driving and an elderly woman was standing on the curb up
					ahead, clearly trying to cross the street. There was no stop sign or crosswalk,
					and I considered stopping for her. But there was quite a bit of traffic,
					and—fiction writer’s brain kicking in—suddenly I had this image of one of the
					cars coming the other way not stopping for her, even if I did. And I thought, I
					can’t stop now, because if I do and then she gets hit by the other car, I don’t
					think I could live with myself. That thought stuck with me, and by the time I
					got home, I had the first kernel of the story that became In This Moment.

				Which character did you enjoy writing the most?
					

				Meg, because I could relate to her desire to do all the things.
					Trying to achieve that sort of balance is a pipe dream for most of us, and being
					able to write about it reminded me how tough it is to be all things to all
					people. Meg was also a challenge to write because I was constantly balancing the
					weight of her grief from the accident when she was sixteen with the one that
					kicks off the story. As my editor commented, there are a lot of balls in the air
					with Meg and her relationships, so I never got bored! And writing Audrey was a
					good exercise for me as well because I have an eight-year-old daughter, and
					imagining the ways she’s going to challenge my husband and me when she’s a
					teenager can keep me up at night. 

				The book explores intense themes—guilt, grief,
						parenting, marriage, responsibility and others. What would you like readers
						to take away from this story? 

				That we all have parts of ourselves we wish we could change or
					improve, and that really we’re all just doing the best we can. There’s a lot of
					pressure, particularly for women, to get it right—to have a Pinterest-worthy
					existence—which isn’t a healthy or enjoyable way to live. As I said before,
					writing Meg was a great opportunity for me to explore the ways I hold myself
					back or set myself up for disappointment when I can’t tick every box on the big
					to-do list of life. One takeaway for me personally from writing In This Moment was to always remember family comes
					first—we need to be present for the ones we love, or things start to fall
					apart.

				Tell us about your writing process. 

				I find the first draft of any story the most painful part of the
					process, so I like to get it done as quickly as possible—which means getting up
					around 5:00 a.m. every morning to write and sticking to a daily word count. I
					also do a lot of up-front work (think research, character sketches, nailing down
					setting details, crafting an in-depth synopsis) before I even start writing,
					which helps to make draft one more manageable. But my favorite part of the
					writing process is editing—I love the opportunity to dig deep, slash large
					chunks of the narrative that aren’t working, and come up with new and better
					ways to tell the story. There’s something incredibly satisfying about ripping
					apart that first draft and making it shine with a lot of spit and polish. 
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				“Brown’s second novel is as emotionally charged as her first.”

				—RT Book Reviews

				If you loved In This Moment by Karma Brown, be sure to read the unforgettable and powerful tale of an incredible friendship and the risks we take to make our dreams come true in:

				The Choices We Make

				Kate and Hannah were childhood best friends, and even as adults are as close as sisters. When Kate volunteers to be a surrogate mother for Hannah, their two families embark on an incredible journey toward parenthood...until a devastating tragedy puts everything these women have worked toward at risk of falling apart.

				“The Choices We Make should appeal to readers who relish Nicholas Sparks’ sentimental stories combined with the kind of weighty issues often raised by Jodi Picoult.”

				—New York Journal of Books

				Available now!

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ParkRow_Logo_Temp.ai]

				“[A] heartbreaking yet hopeful tale...Karma
						Brown is a talented new voice in women’s fiction.”

				—Lori Nelson Spielman, author of The Life List

				Looking for more emotionally stirring reads by internationally
					bestselling author Karma Brown? Be sure to pick up her breathtaking and luminous
					debut novel

				Come Away With Me

				Where one woman’s unexpected journey of self-discovery and
					healing takes her across the world and helps her find strength where she thought
					she had none left.

				“[F]ull of lush locations, memorable
						characters, and a turn of events that is nothing short of
						jaw-dropping.”

				—Taylor Jenkins Reid, author of Forever, Interrupted and
						After I Do

				Available now!

				

			

		

	
		
			The Choices We Make
 			
			by Karma Brown

			1

			HANNAH

			When the phone rings at seven o’clock on Tuesday night, I think it’s odd but I don’t worry. You save that for the calls that come in the middle of the night, the ones that wake you in a panic and surely mean someone has died. Normally I don’t even answer our landline—a relic from my high school days, so basic it doesn’t even have a display screen. Ben thinks we should cancel the service, as no one calls us on it except telemarketers, my mother every so often, and my best friend, Kate, though generally by accident because she has an irrational fear of updating her contacts list.

			Deciding it must be a telemarketer as Mom is at her bridge club night and I just spoke with Kate an hour ago, I continue chopping peppers for the fajitas and wait for the answering machine—circa the same year as the phone—to pick up.

			“Hannah? Are you there?” The voice is strained, uncertain but familiar.

			Tripping over the puppy, asleep in the middle of the kitchen floor, I wipe my hands on the thighs of my jeans and grab the phone.

			“Hello? David?” The puppy, awake now, nips at my leg, her high-pitched attempt at a growl more amusing than annoying. “Get off, Clover!” I whisper, trying to sound like the leader the dog obedience instructor told me I need to be. Clover ignores me, continuing her assault on the hem of my jeans. I look over at Ben for help, but he’s reading his tablet on the couch, oblivious to it all.

			“Hannah—” David says my name again, but this time in a rush. As if he’s been holding his breath and is only just allowed to let it out. I gently shake Clover off my leg and throw a treat from my back pocket toward the couch. She promptly chases it before jumping up and snuggling her tiny, fluffy white body against Ben while she crunches the biscuit. He rubs her head, murmuring, “Good girl,” and I place my hand over the mouthpiece. “Remember who feeds you,” I say to her before speaking into the phone again.

			“David, hey. When are you and Kate getting here? My impatient and apparently ravenous husband has already eaten most of the guacamole.” I glance at Ben, and he smiles before leaning forward to grab his cell off the ottoman, which was buried under a few magazines and stuffed dog toys. He frowns at the display screen and when he looks back at me his face is creased with concern. A ribbon of anxiety wraps around my chest as I think of my cell phone, forgotten upstairs on the bathroom vanity. I tap my baby finger against the curved plastic of the handset, not liking how my insides feel. “Wait, how did you get this number?”

			Ben stands quickly, Clover tumbling off his lap.

			It’s then I realize David isn’t responding because he’s crying. Suddenly I hear a lot of other noises, too. Beeping, like an incessant alarm clock. A garbled voice over a loudspeaker. The sounds of busy people, doing important things.

			“David, where are you?”

			Ben is beside me now, showing me his phone’s display. A string of missed calls from David.

			“Hannah... I’m at the hospital... I don’t know what happened... Everything was fine, and then she just...”

			“What’s wrong?” My heart pumps furiously. “Is it one of the girls?” Kate must be panicking, which is likely why David was calling instead of her. The ribbon of anxiety winds tighter.

			And with his answer, I see the moment my life changes.

			Copyright © 2016 by Karma Brown
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